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This thesis discusses the nature of Hong Kong in terms of multiculturalism by 
examining the different views of the new educational policy, which has been 
implemented since 2004 and allocates ethnic minorities in Hong Kong into 
mainstream Chinese primary schools. The opinions towards the policy 
change shed light on definitions of cultural integration and ultimately the 
nature of Hong Kong society. Prior to 2004，non-Chinese-speaking children 
who went to public or government subsidized schools were educated solely in 
English in schools specifically catering to them. Under the new policy, the 
non-Chinese-speaking children, including South Asians, may be allocated into 
mainstream Chinese primary schools. The potential change of the medium of 
instruction has aroused concern from South Asian parents, educators, social 
workers, and mass media. I engaged in participant observation in the fie Id site, 
a Non-Chinese Speaking school, for 15 months and conducted in-depth as 
well as informal interviews with South Asian families and others involved in 
the policy change to explore the various views concerning the new policy. The 
new policy has been implemented for more than a year now, with most of the 
students still attending their preferred Non-Chinese Speaking schools. The 
new educational policy for ethnic minority children in Hong Kong may not be 
the best arrangement they have desired for but it should provide them with 
more chances to learn Chinese/Cantonese, thus a possibility for them to tap 
more fully into Hong Kong mainstream society. 
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Scope of Study 
The thesis examines the different views of the new educational policy which 
has been implemented since 2004 and allocates ethnic minorities in Hong 
Kong into mainstream Chinese primary schools. From the analysis of these 
views, I address the nature of Hong Kong society as a whole in terms of 
multiculturalism. 
Today, in this diasporic age, ethnicity has become a concern in the 
policy-making process in societies around the world. Hong Kong, with 
Cantonese-speaking Chinese constituting the vast majority (95%) of the 
population (Hong Kong Census and Statistic Department 2001)，also 
accommodates many ethnic groups that make up five percent of the whole 
population. Among all other ethnic minorities, according to the Census and 
Statistic Department (ibid.), there are more than 40,000 South Asians, or 11% 
of the ethnic minority population, living in Hong Kong. By South Asians, I refer 
to people from Nepal, India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka, focusing 
particularly on Pakistanis\ who made up six out of my nine primary informants, 
1 The fieldsite of this thesis is a Non-Chinese Speaking school that is composed of roughly 
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and who thus are my major concern in this thesis. South Asians have been 
migrating in Hong Kong since the nineteenth century when many were 
imported by the British government as a bridge between the government and 
the Chinese (White 1994). Those who were earning a living very often brought 
their relatives to join them in their new settlement. Although some of them 
became very successful entrepreneurs，most have led humble lives in Hong 
Kong. Today, the median monthly income for Pakistani's in Hong Kong is 
around $3,800 (the median monthly income for Hong Kong citizens as a 
whole which is $11,000) (Hong Kong Census and Statistics Department 2002). 
It is obvious that they are among the lower economic rank of the society. It is 
much more difficult for these lower-class South Asians to adapt culturally to 
Hong Kong because they are segregated and deprived socially and 
economically. Although a significant proportion of them were locally born in 
Hong Kong, they are often invisible in the mass media and their needs are 
often overlooked in the policy-making process, especially because no 
anti-racial discrimination law has been legislated yet in Hong Kong. 
60-70% South Asians and 30% Hong Kong Chinese. The South Asians are comprised 
roughly of 40% Pakistanis, 20% Indians, and 20% Nepalese. The rest are Sri Lankans, 
Bangladeshis, and other ethnicities. 
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Prior to 2004，non-Chinese-speaking^ children who went to public or 
government subsidized schools were educated solely in English in schools 
specifically catering to them. In November 2003，the Education and 
Manpower Bureau of Hong Kong, which is the Bureau for formulating, 
developing, and reviewing educational policies, changed its policy so that 
ethnic minorities, including South Asians, could be allocated to schools that 
instruct in Cantonese/Chinese^. The potential change of the medium of 
instruction has aroused immense concern from ethnic minority parents, 
educators, social workers, and mass media. South Asian parents were among 
the most reactive groups because they were doubtful that their children, 
whose mother tongue is not Chinese, would be able to learn effectively and 
happily in a Chinese language environment. They formed a concern group 
with the help of a social worker in order to protest against the new policy. The 
views of the Education and Manpower Bureau, the concern group, and South 
Asians will be explored in detail in this thesis. By analyzing their different 
opinions towards the policy change, it will be clear that ideas of Hong Kong as 
2 Non-Chinese-speaking children refer to children of any ethnicity whose mother tongue is 
not Cantonese or any other Chinese dialect. 
3 95% of the Hong Kong population speak primarily Cantonese, which is a Chinese dialect in 
the Guangdong area. The corresponding writing system is traditional Chinese, compared to 
the simplified writing system used in Mainland China. Schools in Hong Kong therefore teach 
in Cantonese by using textbooks and written materials in traditional Chinese characters. 
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a multicultural society differ very much for different people. Their different and 
polarized standpoints cast light on definitions of cultural integration and 
ultimately the nature of Hong Kong society. 
In order to understand the policy change, these are some of the 
questions that I will address: Why was there a policy change? What has been 
the situation of ethnic minority children in education in Hong Kong, and how 
will the new policy change this? Will the change benefit South Asian children 
as the Education and Manpower Bureau argues? How do people from the 
concern group and South Asians themselves feel about the policy change? 
Why? How do people other than the Bureau, the concern group, and the 
South Asians think about the new policy? As a post colonial society whose 
sovereignty has been handed over to Mainland China, does the policy change 
imply that Hong Kong is shifting towards becoming monocultural? Or is Hong 
Kong a society that can accommodate people from all cultures? 
The policy change in the context of the education system in Hong Kong 
Without background knowledge of the education system in Hong Kong, one 
may find it difficult to understand fully the meaning of the new policy for ethnic 
minorities. In this section, I will sketch out some of the issues of the education 
4 
system that are of concern in this research, as well as the policy change itself. 
In Hong Kong there are four major levels of study: kindergarten, primary, 
secondary, and tertiary education. All four levels are under the monitoring of 
the Education and Manpower Bureau. Since the implementation of nine-year 
compulsory and free education in 1978, all children in Hong Kong are required 
by law to attend schools from primary to junior secondary levels. Any form of 
education before and after the required levels is not guaranteed and depends 
solely on the children's academic ability as well as the family's economic 
power. There are three school place allocation periods for students in the 
education system. The first of these periods is when the children are applying 
for a primary school, which is the focus in this thesis. There are two stages in 
this school place allocation system. The first stage is called the discretionary 
stage, where parents apply individually to any primary schools they prefer for 
their children. If the child could not receive any offer from the school s/he has 
applied to, s/he has to enter the second stage, which is called the central 
allocation stage, where all applications are centrally collected and handled by 
the Education and Manpower Bureau. In this stage, parents can only choose 
schools in their neighborhood for their children. When all applications are 
gathered, the Bureau is responsible to allocate each applicant to a suitable 
5 
school on a random basis. 
Under the education system prior to the policy change, 
non-Chinese-speaking children used to be able to indicate their status as 
Non-Chinese Speaking and be automatically allocated to one of the seven 
Non-Chinese Speaking primary schools in Hong Kong. These children would 
receive education in English as the chief medium of instruction in 
Non-Chinese Speaking schools. Since generally only ethnic minority children 
would apply for Non-Chinese Speaking schools*’ these schools became 
special schools catering specifically to ethnic minorities. 
Aspiring to improve the disadvantaged socioeconomic situation of ethnic 
minorities in Hong Kong by enabling them to more thoroughly learn Chinese, 
the Education and Manpower Bureau in 2003 decided to change the school 
place allocation policy for Non-Chinese Speaking students from 2004 
onwards. 
Although the change was decided after consulting Unison Hong Kong, a 
non-governmental organization that works for the welfare of ethnic minorities 
in Hong Kong which I will analyze in Chapter 3，it has aroused a huge outcry, 
4 European and American children as well as Japanese children in Hong Kong do not usually 
apply for Non-Chinese Speaking schools. They usually lead an economically better life and 
can afford expensive international schools in Hong Kong. Non-Chinese Speaking schools 
thus almost always cater for South Asians and other Asian children who are less well off. 
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especially among South Asians. One of the reasons for this is that the Bureau 
did not announce the change in policy to Non-Chinese Speaking schools but 
only announced the new policy through the media. 
The Non-Chinese Speaking schools did not know of the change until 
February 2004，when a parent whose children were studying at a 
Non-Chinese Speaking school, read a piece of news about the new policy and 
asked the school about it. It was then that the principal realized there would 
be a change and questioned the Education and Manpower Bureau. After 
confirmation from the Bureau, the news of the policy change was circulated 
among all Non-Chinese Speaking schools by this principal. 
All of the schools were alarmed. Just as shocked were some South Asian 
parents who felt that their views had not been consulted and therefore were 
not respected in the policy-making process. They thus formed a concern 
group to fight for their rights. Led by a social worker as I have mentioned, the 
group was registered and later known as The Concern Group of Ethnic 
Minorities, which is an important area of study in this research. 
Before the change of the school place allocation policy, South Asian 
students, along with other non-Chinese speaking students, were guaranteed 
a seat in Non-Chinese Speaking schools in which the medium of instruction is 
7 
English, although they also had Chinese language as a compulsory subject at 
school. Since the commencement of the new policy in September 2004, seats 
for South Asian students are allocated in the same system as those for their 
local Chinese counterparts. Therefore, South Asian students may be placed 
into a Chinese Medium Instruction school in which the language spoken might 
not be comprehensible to them. This mechanism of school place allocation 
was thus strongly opposed by the South Asian parents and members of the 
concern group. The Education and Manpower Bureau, however, defended the 
new policy and argued that it aims to help South Asians integrate into 
mainstream Hong Kong society by teaching them the dominant language of 
the society. Others also participated in the discussion. This thesis explores 
how the different views of the policy change shed light on the nature of Hong 
Kong society in terms of multiculturalism. I will therefore discuss these various 
views in Chapters 4 to 7. 
In fact, the subject matter of this thesis can be investigated under other 
disciplines, such as education and political science, to name just a few. This 
thesis approaches the same topic in an anthropological manner. I investigated 
the policy change by participant observation and in-depth interviews. These 
methods are typical for anthropological studies because anthropology is a 
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discipline that is deeply interested in what people actually think and do, as 
portrayed through ethnography. 
In this thesis, I have tried to understand the views of the different parties 
in the policy change and present them in an organized way. I have also 
attempted to analyze their views, especially those of the South Asians, 
critically. Anthropology is a discipline that traditionally expresses sympathy for 
people who are ignored or in a weak position in society, and I have paid 
special attention to the South Asians and their views in this thesis. At the 
same time, I have been conscious about not being biased against any parties 
in the study, and have tried to present all parties' views in a fair way. 
I have reviewed many anthropological studies on multicultural education, 
which will be discussed more thoroughly in the following section. My views on 
multicultural education, and more specifically education of South Asians in 
Hong Kong, have been largely formed after considering this literature. 
However, as a suitable framework of discussion is not available in the 
discipline of anthropology, I have borrowed the education scholars: Kincheloe 
and Steinberg's categorization of multiculturalism as a tool to make sense of 
the views of the different parties. The categories help me understand the 
standpoints of the Education and Manpower Bureau, the concern group, and 
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the South Asians in the context of public policy and multiculturalism. 
In approaching the subject matter from an anthropological perspective, I 
hope to present a fair and objective view of all the various parties involved in 
the policy change. This research should also offer a new perspective on the 
South Asians' perception of education in Hong Kong. Their expectations of 
education in Hong Kong is, I think, worthwhile for policymakers to review. 
Theoretical Discussion and Literature Review 
Ethnic minority education as well as multiculturalism are key concepts in this 
thesis. These concepts have been discussed by many scholars of education, 
including anthropologists. This body of research needs to be explored in order 
to grasp the significance of this thesis. 
Definition of terms 
Let me first define some of the terms to be used in this thesis. These are 
terms that I constantly use in this thesis and their meanings may differ from 
the popular usage. Thus there is a need to define them here. 
The first term is "South Asians". I use the term South Asians to refer to 
people of Pakistani, Indian，Nepalese, Bangladeshi and Sri Lankan descent in 
1 0 
Hong Kong who recognize themselves as such. By following this definition, 
those who were born in Hong Kong or report themselves as a South Asian as 
I define it will also be included in the discussion. For the sake of discussion, 
the concept of South Asian is used because, on the issue of education, many 
South Asians share the same view of favoring English as the medium of 
instruction, although they very often adopt different lifestyles in accordance 
with their different ethnic backgrounds. My informants involved people from 
countries throughout South Asia, although, as earlier noted, Pakistanis 
predominated. 
The second set of terms are "mainstream society" and "ethnic minorities." 
Since this research is based in Hong Kong, mainstream society refers to the 
ethnic Chinese population living in the territory that makes up 95% of the total 
population. Alternatively, I use the term ethnic minorities to refer to the 
non-mainstream people who are in a particularly disadvantaged position, 
particularly those of Asian descent. This definition is to differentiate them from 
the Europeans, Americans, and Japanese who are socially at an advantage in 
Hong Kong. As an ethnic minority in Hong Kong, whites and Japanese gain 
more respect in the society due to the previous colonial history of Hong Kong 
and today to their economic power. It is therefore necessary to distinguish 
11 
them from South Asian ethnic minorities, who are in a socially inferior position. 
Another key concept in this research is "multiculturalism." In order to 
explore its implications for different parties in the policy change, allow me to 
review its variety of meanings. The term 'multiculturalism' is interesting 
because it carries different meanings at different times for different people. It 
is widely used in daily conversation and in the press. The public usage of the 
word, however, varies from its academic definitions. Usually the casual 
meaning of "multiculturalism" signifies the condition where people of different 
cultural or ethnic origins reside or participate in social activities together in one 
bounded geographical location. The website of the Hong Kong Tourism Board 
(2005) illuminates this meaning by saying "[o]ften thought of as a Chinese city 
with a colonial past, Hong Kong is actually a multicultural city with people from 
around the world." 
The popular definition of multiculturalism is not enough for the 
investigation of this research as it merely signifies the existence of various 
cultures in one place. According to Wikipedia (2007), "Multiculturalism is is an 
ideology advocating that society should consist of, or at least allow and 
include, distinct cultural groups，with equal status...The term 
"multiculturalism" or multicultural is also used to describe demographic 
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conditions of cultural and ethnic diversity where it occurs, whether or not it is 
officially supported by state policy." Academically, the term carries meanings 
more than simply describing this situation, although scholars have diverse 
views of what the term should mean. This situation is rooted in the fact that 
the concept "has not yet been fully theorized" (Willet 1998:1). Adding to the 
complexity is that the concept is a cross-disciplinary one that cuts across 
political science, sociology, and anthropology, and is used more generally by 
feminists, fighters for social justice, democrats, ethnic minorities, and 
physically challenged people. Each of these interested parties takes the term 
to refer to the divergent perspectives they aim to discuss. The fluidity of the 
term "multiculturalism" makes this research interesting, I think. It will be seen 
in Chapters 4 to 7 that each group of people discussed — the Education and 
Manpower Bureau, the concern group, the South Asian parents, the 
Non-Chinese Speaking schools, the principals and teaching staff, the mass 
media, the university experts on education policy, and Unison Hong Kong — 
had their own definition of a multicultural society. These various meanings in 
turn contribute to our understanding of Hong Kong society. 
Another noteworthy point of investigating multiculturalism is that the 
development of multiculturalism is not necessarily a linear one that 
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progresses from rejection to acceptance of different cultural backgrounds 
(Audrey 2000). There are multiple tracks and levels of multicultural ism. 
Multicultural research should take into consideration daily contacts of people 
from different ethnicities, institutional policies and the attitude of the state 
towards the existence of different ethnicities. On the micro-level of daily 
contact, research needs to look into the general attitude or manner in dealing 
with people from different cultural backgrounds, particularly issues of 
day-to-day discrimination if these occur. On the level of institutional 
discrimination, research has to consider organized actions and the 
formulation of policies in social institutions for or against ethnic minorities. On 
the macro-level of the state, research needs to consider large-scale policies 
and strategies that are made and applied to the whole state with respect to 
ethnicities. There is often a monocultural tendency that is linked with the 
movement of nationalism on the state level. In this research, I aim to consider 
all of these three levels in order to present a more balanced view of 
multiculturalism and what it means. 
As an anthropology student, I am not interested in individual political 
rights as much as political scientists are (see Kelly 2002 for his emphasis on 
rights within multiculturalism); instead, I will mainly focus on the cultural and 
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social aspects of the policy change. However, in dealing with this issue, I have 
found, as did Watson (2000) and Kincheloe and Steinberg (1997:3-26), that 
there are various forms of multiculturalism, as I will be discussing at length in 
this thesis' conclusion. 
On the specific technique of studying multiculturalism, anthropologist C. 
W. Watson (2000:19，28) reminds us that we should compare forms of 
multiculturalism together with a careful investigation of history because forms 
of multiculturalism are dependent upon the past. Comparisons without a 
historical perspective can be dangerous and unrewarding, Watson argues. A 
similar argument was made by another anthropologist, Audrey (2000:238). In 
her research in Scotland, she showed that the importation of terminology and 
related anti-racist strategies from overseas has its limitation in the Scottish 
context given its particular history. I thus attempt to present an historical 
overview of education for ethnic minorities in Hong Kong in Chapters 2 and 3. 
This overview seeks to contextualize the Hong Kong situation and make the 
Hong Kong case comparable to other forms of multiculturalism in other parts 
of the world. 
1 5 
Multicultural Education 
In this thesis, I take multiculturalism to be an ever-changing discursive 
concept and accept its flexibility as an analytical advantage. I also aim to 
explore what kind of society, in terms of multiculturalism, is sought after by 
different parties in Hong Kong. I argue that multiculturalism, by whatever 
definition, is achieved by having constant contact between people from 
different cultures and through finding ways to accommodate them in society. 
Education is one of the significant processes through which ethnic minority 
children — South Asians in this research — meet with children from the 
mainstream and have a chance to learn the "mainstream culture."^ 
However, education itself is not a simple concept. In the discipline of 
educational policy studies, Michael Apple (1996) argues that education is 
closely connected to cultural politics. He writes, "educational policies and 
practices were and are the result of struggles and compromises over what 
would count as legitimate knowledge, pedagogy, goals, and criteria for 
determining effectiveness" (ibid.:xvi). When education is taken as what Apple 
has suggested, together with Kincheloe and Steinberg's notion of "critical 
5 Ethnic minorities could interact with the mainstream in Chinese Medium Instruction schools 
where most of the school body is ethnic Chinese. In Non-Chinese Speaking schools, ethnic 
minorities have a lesser chance to mix with the mainstream but they still have some ethnic 
Chinese classmates as well as a large number of ethnic Chinese teachers. They will still be 
able to learn the "mainstream culture", although to a lesser extent. 
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multiculturalism", this research becomes richer than being only grounded data 
about South Asians' education in Hong Kong. It also becomes an attempt to 
investigate the interaction of power relations between ethnic minorities and 
the mainstream society. The contested forms of education for South Asians 
contribute to the understanding of the various interpretations of 
multiculturalism that exist in Hong Kong. 
Let me now review the literature on multicultural education in other 
countries as well as Hong Kong. By comparing multicultural education from 
different places, we can better evaluate the implications of the new policy 
change on Hong Kong society. 
A large pool of literature from Anthropology and Education Quarterly, 
mostly from the United States and Britain, has been published on multicultural 
education and its relations to the social attitudes towards immigrants (on 
multicultural education, see Abbas 2002; Bhattacharya 2000; Freeman 2000; 
Hornberger 2000; Bjork 2002; Nozaki 2000; Gibson 1982; Ogbu 1982; on 
multiculturalism and its relation to the nature of society, see Torres 1998; 
Baubock, Heller & Zolberg, eds. 1996; La Belie 1994). From reading this 
literature, it becomes apparent that one of the challenges in the educational 
realm is: "How can we achieve educational sensitivity to cultural differences 
1 7 
and avoid stereotyping and segregation in a pluralistic society?" (Gallimore 
1989:67) "This has been acutely felt in education, especially in the context of 
bilingual and special education" (Nozaki 2000:357). This thesis also touches 
upon this question; in fact, the Education and Manpower Bureau had the 
worry that the earlier policy of placing ethnic minorities into special 
English-language schools would hinder them from integrating into mainstream 
Hong Kong society. The concern group, however, argued that mainstream 
schools could not handle the cultural differences of ethnic minorities, which 
might result in stereotyping and segregation. I attempt to evaluate the Hong 
Kong situation on this question after discussing the various views of different 
groups of people concerning the policy change. 
Most of the literature is sympathetic to ethnic minority communities. 
Scholars often attempt to answer why ethnic minorities fail in the educational 
system. Many of the anthropological studies, for example, find that schools do 
not always consider the cultural backgrounds of their ethnic minority students. 
Freeman (2000:225) studied a dual-language program developed by a middle 
school in Philadelphia, in the United States, to investigate the needs of its 
low-income Puerto Rican students. In her conclusion, she indicates that 
efforts must be made to solve other social, political, and economic challenges 
1 8 
besides language education, in order for ethnic minorities to achieve cultural 
understanding and improve intergroup relations. 
In view of the constant academic failure encountered by ethnic minorities 
at school, much research expresses doubt as to whether sending ethnic 
minorities to mainstream schools is the best option for their education. Rymes 
and Pash (2001), for example, argue that teachers in mainstream classrooms 
very often find it difficult to make meaningful social and academic 
accommodations for second-language learners. They find that a 
second-grade second-language learner from Puerto Rico learns only the 
classroom routines in the United States and responds to them by acting as the 
mainstream students do. Other than grasping the language routines used in 
the classroom, she is not able to articulate the knowledge taught in class. This 
leads to question of whether sending ethnic minorities to mainstream schools 
is the most effective solution for them. If the ultimate goal is to integrate ethnic 
minorities into the mainstream society, they might achieve it by adapting to the 
language routines of the mainstream. However, they might fail at the same 
time because they would have huge difficulties in gaining the knowledge 
needed for upgrading their socioeconomic status. They might also encounter 
other problems such as discrimination that they could have avoided if they 
1 9 
had attended special schools for ethnic minorities. The difficult situation of 
ethnic minorities in Hong Kong, which I will explore more extensively in 
Chapter 2 and 3，is complicated, involving every aspect of their lives. 
Another argument in research suggests that ethnic minority students fail 
academically because of the "alienating experiences of minority status 
associated with schooling" (Quiroz 2001). Quiroz's study shows that when 
students are promoted to higher grades, this alienating experiences will 
become more apparent for the students, who will finally lose interest in 
studying and drop out of school (ibid.:338-339). The research also finds that 
"the lower the level of students' English proficiency, the greater the likelihood 
that Latinos in the U.S. will drop out of school" (ibid.:338). It is thus clear that 
the students' proficiency in the mainstream language affects their learning 
motivation. Bhattacharya's study (2000:77) of South Asian immigrant children 
in the United States, for example, suggests that "[t]he low level of proficiency 
in English was found to be a critical factor in low achievement and school 
failure." As ethnic minority students are required to learn in the mainstream 
language, if they could not handle the language proficiently, they would give 
up on their education. The recent policy change in Hong Kong, which 
allocates ethnic minority children to Chinese schools, might, therefore, 
2 0 
potentially hinder their academic development. 
Despite potential problems of ethnic minorities at mainstream schools, 
there are good reasons for ethnic minorities to be educated with mainstream 
students. As I mentioned earlier, a way of enhancing multiculturalism in a 
society is to increase social interactions between the majority and the minority. 
Schools are social arenas where the majority and minority can interact in a 
controlled way. Under this circumstance, according to Mitchell (1995:129), 
language education becomes a proper concern and this is the start of 
developing a multicultural society. 
In order to enhance students' awareness of concerns across cultures, 
studies show that teaching the similarities between cultures can help close 
the cultural gaps among students of different background (Mitchell 1995:128; 
Short and Carrington 1996). Placing ethnic minorities in a mainstream 
classroom, therefore, might not be as devastating as the concern group 
suggested, according to this research. Indeed, it might actually help these 
ethnic minority children. But clearly, the literature on multicultural education 




























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































"A Study of Language Use and Language Loyalty among School Age Indians 
and Pakistanis in Hong Kong" (1984) presented topical information on South 
Asians in Hong Kong. Contrary to the thesis of White that South Asians in 
Hong Kong are closely linked together, Weiss argued that South Asian 
Muslims in Hong Kong are segregated into ethnic groups instead of forming a 
tightly knit community. She also discussed how languages contribute to the 
building of identity of local-born Pakistanis in Hong Kong. Kwong's study 
focused on language use of lower-middle class South Asian students, 
depicting the growing emergence of Cantonese as their language of 
communication. I will discuss her work in Chapter 2 when I examine 
languages spoken by South Asians in Hong Kong. 
The mass media in Hong Kong offer wider and up-to-date coverage on 
South Asians today in Hong Kong than have scholarly books and articles. 
How does the press in Hong Kong view South Asian children, and their 
education in Hong Kong? I will describe this through the representative 
articles. There are three categories of articles. Taken as a whole, most of the 
news reports were sympathetic to the ethnic minorities. 
The first type is especially aware of the ethnic minorities' language 
problems. Yang (2004)，for example, reported on a Pakistani father who 
2 3 
hoped his children could acquire better Chinese skill so that they could 
integrate into Hong Kong society. The article was concerned about the lack of 
Chinese education for South Asians that blocked their integration into the 
mainstream. It urged the government to provide a full package of supportive 
measures for ethnic minority students in mainstream schools. 
Another category of news articles presents the complexities of placing 
ethnic minorities into mainstream Chinese schools. Lu and Huang (2004)，for 
example, highlight the language problems faced by South Asian students in 
the classroom and the difficulties encountered by schools in handling students 
of different ethnicities. Ye Jian-yuan (葉建源）(2004) argues further in Singtao 
Daily Xha\ the proposal to place ethnic minority students into mainstream 
schools is devastating not only for the students but also for the schools and 
teachers. He stresses that a large amount of resources are needed to develop 
"integrated education"(融合教育）so that children of different ethnicities and 
abilities could study together. 
The third category of articles welcomes the new policy. Yuan Yue-mei (袁 
月梅）(2004), a lecturer at the Hong Kong Institute of Education, wrote in the 
Hong Kong Economic Times that every child, regardless of their nationality or 
ethnicity, should have a chance to be educated in mainstream schools. In her 
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opinion the debate on the new education policy was unnecessary because 
this policy should have been implemented much earlier to integrate South 
Asians into Hong Kong society. She described the policy as "the late-coming 
spring"(遲來的春天).However, this category of news reports seems to be a 
minority. The most popular view is present worries and doubts about how 
South Asian students could adapt to the mainstream Chinese classroom. 
The academic literature discussed earlier indicates that ethnic minorities 
in other countries are often educated in mainstream society with special 
considerations for them. One of the adjustments is special language classes 
for them so that they could learn the target language as a second language, 
apart from mother-tongue students. This mix of minority and majority students 
in a classroom attempts to create a multicultural environment. However, more 
and more countries adopting this style of teaching have started to realize 
there are some serious deficiencies in the so-called multicultural classroom. 
Therefore studies on how multicultural education fails have mushroomed 
recently as we have seen. This may potentially apply to the Hong Kong case I 
discuss in this thesis. 
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My methodology and its problems 
As an anthropological researcher，I approached this research by engaging in 
participant observation in the fieldsite, a Non-Chinese Speaking school, for 15 
months and conducting in-depth as well as informal interviews with South 
Asian families and various other people involved in the policy change. Let me 
first explain my involvement in the field and methodology for this research. 
My involvement in the field 
As I mentioned earlier, the Ethnic Minorities Concern Group is my major area 
of study but, interestingly, it was not formed when I entered the field. It was a 
coincidence that I became involved in the concern group. 
In late 2003, it was time for me to decide on a research topic for my thesis. 
I discussed various possible topics with professors in the Department of 
Anthropology at The Chinese University of Hong Kong. Professor Sidney 
Cheung suggested that I could study the education situation of South Asians 
in Hong Kong. On 25 March 2004, through his introduction to the principal of a 
Non-Chinese Speaking school, I was kindly welcomed by the school and I 
served as a substitute teacher for several teachers who were absent from 
school, which was a shortcut for me to understand the school's context. In 
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class, I had the chance to talk face-to-face with South Asian children in the 
school. I met some of the children whom I knew best throughout the research 
in my early substitute classes. Although the role of a substitute teacher might 
not be the most desirable one for the sake of research, this was an 
opportunity to introduce myself to the children and make them slowly 
comfortable with my existence at the school. I spent the first week of my stay 
in the field in this way. 
During this week, a place was allocated to me in the resident social 
worker's room. I spent most of my off-class time there and that was how I ran 
into Ms. Ma Man-ying®, the resident social worker. One day when I was sitting 
in the room organizing my fieldnotes, I had a conversation with Ms. Ma and a 
parent about my research. They became interested and began telling me the 
latest policy change of the school place allocation for Non-Chinese Speaking 
children. After we had some discussion on the issue, they invited me to join 
the concern group that they had just founded. It was a group formed by South 
Asian parents and led by Ms. Ma.丨 gladly accepted her invitation and joined 
the concern group, as I thought this would be a good opportunity to obtain 
more data on the attitudes of the South Asians on educational issues. As I had 
6 This name, as well as all names appearing in this thesis, is a pseudonym in order to protect 
my informants’ privacy. 
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also known that Ms. Ma was one of the leaders of the school's Cub Scouts, I 
asked for her permission to let me observe their activities and meetings. I also 
offered to help in the Cub Scouts in exchange for her support of my research. 
Ms. Ma agreed and I became a volunteer assistant leader in Cub Scout 
activities after that. 
This is how I became associated with the social worker，a key informant, 
at the school. It placed me in a privileged position where I could be, to an 
extent, detached from the school's structure and yet able to get first-hand 
information about the school's latest happenings. The fact that I was 
associated with the social worker also gave me a role that I could talk to 
students in a less authoritarian way than could a substitute teacher. Through 
the social network of the resident social worker, I was able to gain access to 
South Asian parents outside the school and people in other communities that 
are concerned about the education of ethnic minorities in Hong Kong. It 
broadened my range of informants and thus the range of views I was exposed 
to concerning the new policy. 
It was not until I had fully participated in the concern group that I finally 
decided to study how the policy change could shed light on the nature of Hong 
Kong society. The coincidence of the policy change as well as the formation of 
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the concern group at the time that I entered the fieldsite has made this 
research possible. Without that coincidence, this focus of this thesis would 
have been quite different. 
My methodology has primarily been one of participant observation within 
the school, as well as involvement in the concern group over 15 months, from 
March 2004 to June 2005. During the whole period of fieldwork, I consistently 
paid a visit to the fieldsite at least three days a week in order to participate in 
Cub Scout meetings, talk to children, teachers, and parents, take part in 
concern group meetings, and gather the latest information on the policy 
change. 
However, I also did a number of intensive interviews, nine in all, with 
South Asian parents: one Indian, two Nepalese, and six Pakistanis. I 
conducted the interviews in a combination of Cantonese and English. 
Generally I interviewed Pakistani informants in Cantonese. However, I could 
only communicate in English with my Indian and Nepalese informants. The 
fact that Pakistanis are more competent in Cantonese while Indians are often 
competent in English is noteworthy. As I will discuss in Chapter 2, Indians are 
better off economically in Hong Kong than Pakistanis in general. English, 
which is often treated as an economic status marker in Hong Kong, is thus 
2 9 
accepted by the society to be the medium of communication among Indians. 
However, Pakistanis are bounded by their lower economic status. The society 
is therefore less willing to recognize the ability of English among Pakistanis, 
as it will be seen in Chapter 2. Apart from the nine in-depth interviews, I also 
talked to South Asian parents who attended the functions held by the concern 
group and on many other occasions to collect overall opinions of South Asian 
parents on the new policy. Due to the nature of the research, all of the parents 
were worried that their opinion might harm their children's choice of schools. 
They felt uncomfortable if their interviews were put on tape. Therefore, none 
of the interviews and more casual conversations were taped but notes were 
carefully taken to record their views, from which I quote in this thesis. 
Areas of study 
The fieldsite of this thesis is a primary school which had a history of over 35 
years, and which traditionally took in a large number of South Asians in the 
district of Yau Tsim Mong. It is a desirable site to start my research because 
the school itself told the story of the change of education policy through the 
years, which I will explain in Chapter 3，where the history of the school is 
examined. Let me briefly talk about this here. 
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At the time the school was established, it was not the founder's initial aim 
to provide education for South Asian children in the district. K was only after 
the school had been closed for financial reasons，because of a continuous 
decrease in the number of local children, that it was reopened in 1997， 
according to my informants, and served South Asian students from less 
affluent families in and across the district. Before 2003，the school used to 
provide two streams of study based on the medium of instruction, like other 
Non-Chinese Speaking schools in Hong Kong. The English stream was 
mainly for South Asians and other local students who were sufficiently 
competent in English. The Chinese stream was comprised chiefly of new 
immigrants from Mainland China as well as local Hong Kong students. From 
2003 onwards, the school substituted the Chinese stream with one more 
English-medium class because of a constant increase in the South Asian 
student population. 
Apart from the school, another area of study is the concern group. Let me 
briefly mention the composition of the concern group. The core members of 
the group were comprised of two Pakistani parents, a young Paksistani 
immigrant who received his secondary education in Hong Kong, a Chinese 
parent whose children were studying at a Non-Chinese Speaking school, a 
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social worker, a Chinese Native English Teacher, who was interested in the 
issue, two attorneys, who have also been involved in other ethnic minority 
issues in Hong Kong, and I. There were around 80 South Asians, mostly 
Pakistanis, with some Indians, Nepalese, and other non-Chinese in the 
periphery of the group, who attended many of the parental meetings and 
discussion sessions. The group opposed the policy change by forming 
alliances in the education sector as well as educating the public and parents, 
and organizing talks and discussion sessions so that the affected parents 
understood the new policy and could efficiently oppose it. By participating in 
the group, I was able to stand in the front line of the political struggle between 
the Education and Manpower Bureau and the South Asian parents as well as 
other interested parties in the event. In that way, the group enabled me to 
witness and explore the exchange of different underlying meanings 
throughout the confrontation. 
Methodological problems 
The methodology I adopted in the fieldsite school and the concern group 
enabled me to obtain data needed for this research, but there were also 
pitfalls. 
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The major problem with my ambiguous role appeared in the concern 
group. In the concern group, I was an activist as well as a researcher 
interested in education policy for South Asians. As an activist, I had to 
subscribe to the concern group's argument. As a researcher, however, I had 
to take an objective position when I was to analyze the effects of the new 
policy. There were two aspects to this contradiction. The first is that, as both 
an activist and a researcher, members in the concern group could be 
confused by my double identity. This confusion of roles became most obvious 
when I interviewed my informants on their opinions on the policy change. 
They expected me to share their view as a member of the group but when I 
played the role of a researcher, I questioned them as if I held an opposite 
standpoint. 
Although these embarrassing situations could be handled with skillful 
framing of questions, there was still the moral question of whether I was 
deceiving my informants. The core members of the concern group understood 
the problem since they were well aware of my identity as a researcher. Ms. 
Ma particularly understood my situation; since I had asked for her permission 
to interview South Asian parents, she knew that those interviewers were data 
for my thesis. However, when 丨 discussed this with my South Asian informants, 
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I always tried to make clear to them that I was also writing a thesis on the new 
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policy. Regardless of my effort, most of them still associated me more with 
either the concern group or the fieldsite school. I interviewed one Bangladeshi 
mother who wanted her daughter, who had been studying at a Chinese school, 
to be transferred to my fieldsite school. She asked a dozen times throughout 
the interview if I could give her a place in the fieldsite school. She associated 
me so strongly with the fieldsite school because I was introduced to her 
through Ms. Ma, who had been in contact with her. She thought that 丨 was a 
social worker at the school, as Ms. Ma was. All I could do was to explain again 
and again that 丨 was only a researcher interested in the issue and 丨 did not 
have any power to help her. 
The second aspect of the contradiction is that by taking on two roles at 
the same time, I risked biasing my views towards the concern group. I 
depended heavily on the concern group as a source of information and 
informants. All South Asian informants in this thesis were introduced to me 
through the concern group. The possible imbalance of views towards the 
concern group and the South Asians has been a potential problem for this 
thesis. The problem was furthered by the inaccessibility of the Education and 
Manpower Bureau, members of which refused to accept my repeated 
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requests for an interview. I tried to reduce the effects of these problems by 
attending meetings held by the Bureau with the concern group and other 
organizations. This served as a way of collecting views of the Bureau. 
Although all South Asian informants were met through the concern group and 
almost all objected to the new policy, I found that this 'bias' was reasonable. 
This is because I only heard of three South Asian individuals who were in 
support of the new policy. One was a Pakistani mother whom I will talk about 
in Chapter 6. Two others were a pair of Pakistani twin girls who were 
described by the Bureau as having a happy time studying in a Chinese school. 
Of all of the Education and Manpower Bureau meetings 丨 attended, these 
were the only two students they brought forward as examples to support their 
views. I therefore believe that the large majority of South Asians objected to 
the new policy. As both an activist and a researcher, I admit that it was hard 
and remains hard to be objective. Hence, I resorted to discussing the policy 
with different people and reading from literature so that I could also see the 
other sides of the policy apart from the arguments of the concern group. 
Aside from the confusing nature of my role among informants, I must 
explain why I did not do any recorded interviews with my informants. 
Recorded interviews were not done because my informants were too uneasy 
3 5 
about it. I believe the major concern for them is that, as some informants told 
me, they were worried that if the interview was recorded and released 
accidentally, it might hurt their children's chances for getting a place in 
Non-Chinese Speaking schools. I understand their concern, as this research 
is about the confrontation of minorities against the government. I also 
understand that without recording the interviews I might risk losing my 
informants' own words. I chose to respect my informants' desires since, with 
appropriate training, I could take notes close to their exact wordings which did 
not affect the quality of my research. At the same time, this strategy enabled 
me to win their trust by being respectful to them. 
Another problem of my research concerns language. I do not speak any 
of the South Asian languages. The language problem became apparent on 
several occasions. On the day of the release of the school place allocation 
result, a South Asian concern group member and I went to do a rough survey 
on behalf of the group to study the pattern of school place allocation among 
South Asians in Hong Kong. We stood at the door of the results release center 
to wait for South Asian parents who came to collect the result slip for their 
children. In fact, I was paired up with a South Asian member so that he could 
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do the survey with parents in Urdi/ in case they did not speak either English 
or Cantonese. That day should have been a very good opportunity for me to 
get these parents' views on the school allocation result for their children who 
were not from either the group or the school. However, the language barrier 
made it impossible for me to talk to them directly. Although my partner could, 
in this case, be my interpreter, it was hard for me to know every detail of the 
parents' responses. Apart from these few occasions where language became 
an apparent problem, it did not affect my research much, as most of my 
informants spoke either English or Cantonese. In fact, I was often amazed 
how fluent — close to native-speaker level — their spoken Cantonese was. 
This feeling reminded me of the fact that they were just as local as other 
Hongkongers. 
Summary of Chapters 
I have laid out the background of the thesis in the previous sections of this 
chapter. Let me now summarize the chapters in my thesis in this last section 
of Chapter 1. There are eight chapters in my thesis aiming to explore the 
nature of Hong Kong in terms of mutliculturalism by studying the recent 
7 Many South Asians of different ethnic backgrounds speak Urdu or the related language of 
Hindi. Urdu, according to Weiss, has increasingly become a lingua franca among South 
Asians (1991:418). 
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change in the education policy. 
In Chapter 2，I give a brief introduction to South Asians' socioeconomic 
situations in Hong Kong. This background aims to contextualize the recent 
policy change. From this chapter, it should be clear that the lives of South 
Asians in Hong Kong are usually worse off than those of most Hong Kong 
residents. 
In Chapter 3，I give an overview of the different systems of education in 
Hong Kong and explain the new policy at the end of the chapter. Since the 
South Asians' education opportunities in Hong Kong over history is crucial for 
our later discussion, this chapter explores the education systems that have 
been available for lower-class South Asians. Special attention is given to the 
language of instruction and the financial status of schools for the South Asian 
children in Hong Kong. The small cluster of schools for these children, which 
usually adopt English as the main medium of instruction, is unique in many 
respects and thus is preferred by some South Asian parents. 
In Chapters 4 to 7，I examine the views of different parties as to the new 
policy. From 2004 onwards after the policy change, some South Asian 
children may be allocated a seat in a Chinese-speaking school. There were 
divergent views on the new policy. The Education and Manpower Bureau 
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claimed that the policy change was for the well-being of the South Asians. 
Their views are explored in Chapter 4. These claims were however 
challenged by the concern group formed to fight for the immediate suspension 
of the new policy. In Chapter 5，the concern group's arguments against the 
Bureau are discussed. Although the concern group claimed that they 
expressed the views of the South Asian parents, many of the parents I was in 
contact with in the fieldsite had a different standpoint from the concern group. 
These subtle differences are examined in Chapter 6. In Chapter 7, I 
investigate views of other parties apart from the Bureau, the concern group, 
and the South Asian parents. By exploring these views, meanings of 
multiculturalism for different parties will be highlighted and compared to 
multicultural education in other parts of the world. 
In Chapter 8, threads of data from previous chapters are pulled together 
and I discuss how the postcolonial environment is interpreted in relation to the 
educational needs of South Asians in Hong Kong. Each of the arguments 
discussed in Chapters 4-7 has different implications but multiculturalism is 
always involved in the discussion. In this final chapter, we explore the 




Historical and Socioeconomic Context of South Asians in Hong Kong 
Introduction 
This chapter is on the history and present situation of South Asians in Hong 
Kong. An understanding of the sociocultural and historical background of 
South Asians is crucial in making sense of the contrasting views of the new 
educational policy change. It is particularly helpful to contextualize the 
different ideas on language preferences in education. It will become clear that 
they are closely related to discrimination, stereotypes, and socioeconomic 
class, which are deeply rooted in history. 
In this chapter I will first explore the history of South Asians in Hong Kong 
since their large scale immigration in the early period of the colonial era, while 
paying special attention to their employment pattern throughout history. Then I 
will turn to the South Asians' recent socioeconomic situation. The historical 
and socioeconomic background should contextualize the recent policy 
change. 
South Asians have been living in Hong Kong for at least a hundred and 
fifty years since the 1840s, when Hong Kong had just began its colonial rule 
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under Great Britain. South Asians have been migrating to Hong Kong since 
the early colonial period. With their excellent English as well as established 
socioeconomic links with the British in international trade, they took 
advantage of the developing business environment of Hong Kong and acted 
as go-betweens in foreign trade (White 1994:13). Together with the 
accelerating transnational movement of population, South Asians have not 
ceased to migrate to Hong Kong looking for job opportunities and the hope of 
a better life. 
According to White (1994:16), from the early years of Hong Kong's 
colonial history, Indians migrated to and settled in Hong Kong. Some of them 
were merchants who opened branch offices in the territory for their expanding 
trades. Indians were desired particularly to fill defense and security 
occupations. They were also needed for their ability in the English language 
and other skills unavailable among local Chinese in Hong Kong to staff the 
colonial government's postal, health and educational services. 
The two categories of Indians, "namely those who came under contract 
with the Colonial Government, and others who came for trade and commerce, 
either on their own or on deputation by their parent companies, mostly from 
Bombay", constituted the whole Indian population in Hong Kong for the first 
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hundred years after its occupation, and their population in Hong Kong 
continued to thrive over the years (ibid.:16-17). It is also noteworthy that only 
Indian men were allowed to come to Hong Kong in the early years. Only later 
were the men allowed to bring their families to the colony, which explained the 
early unbalanced sex ratio among the Indian community J 
The post-war period was a watershed for South Asians in Hong Kong. 
After World War II many of them who had been in the military either left Hong 
Kong or changed their professions (Weiss 1991:433). Some Pakistanis joined 
the police force or became guards in prison. From the 1950s onwards many 
of them became security guards and watchmen. Weiss estimated that there 
were 7,000 to 9,000 Pakistani watchmen in Hong Kong at the time of his 
writing (ibid.:437). According to Weiss, the majority of South Asians in 
employment in post-war Hong Kong were in jobs related to security services. 
From the history of Indians2 in Hong Kong, it can be seen that they used 
to be valued in the colony for their special skills. These historical facts have 
also become some of the stereotypes of South Asians in mainstream Hong 
1 As outlined by White (1994:34-35)，in 1870, among the 1,435 Indians in Hong Kong, 1，394 
were men. There were only 18 women and 23 children. Later, when the first official Hong 
Kong Census Report was made in 1901，there were 1,108 males and 345 females in Hong 
Kong. By 1921, the census revealed that there were 4,745 men and 756 women. 
2 The partition of India and Pakistan only took place in 1947. When referring to a time before 
this period, 'Indians' encompasses both Indians and Pakistanis. 
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Kong society. The stereotype of South Asians being security guards at banks 
or watchmen, for example, even though this is no longer particularly true, was 
developed because of this history. This stereotype is still so pervasive that 
South Asians are often barred from jobs other than security-related ones 
today. 
The socioeconomic situation of South Asians 
As Vaid wrote, "In order to gain a meaningful insight into the social and civic 
conditions of the overseas Indian community in Hong Kong, one must look 
beyond the obvious and illusory behavior pattern of this group and investigate 
the specific aspects of their civic and social conditions" (1972:30). In this 
section, I will explore the socioeconomic situation of South Asians in Hong 
Kong today. When statistical reports are compared, one will find that there are 
some commonalities among Pakistanis and Nepalese, especially in their 
occupational patterns and income distribution, while Indians being somewhat 
different. By understanding the difficulties of South Asians as a whole in Hong 
Kong, it will become clear why the Education and Manpower Bureau wanted 
to change its education policy. 
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Occupational pattern 
According to the Hong Kong 2001 Population Census (Hong Kong Census 
and Statistics Department 2002, cited by Hong Kong Poverty Web 2004), 
Indians have become the most well-to-do South Asians in Hong Kong, as one 
third of them (31.2%) are employed in managerial and administrative 
positions (see Table 1). Slightly over half of the total Indian population (53.5%) 
were either managers and administrative executives or professionals and 
assistant professionals. On the other hand, Pakistanis and Nepalese 
occupied a lower stratum of occupations, as nearly half (45.2% and 44.6% 
respectively) were employed as non-technical personnel, while a prominent 
percentage of the rest (24.4% and 29.2% respectively) were engaged in crafts 
and machine operations. 
When the percentage of the Hong Kong working population is taken into 
consideration, it is clear that the percentage of Indians employed in 
managerial and administrative executive positions (31.2%) is well above the 
Hong Kong average (10.7%), while an overwhelming proportion of Pakistanis 
and Nepalese were in non-technical positions. Two of my informants 
explained the situation by their own observation that over 90% of Pakistani 
immigrants in Hong Kong they came across were from rural areas who used 
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to be farmers and had received little or no education. Their background 
largely accounts for their employment pattern. 
Occupational Classification Indian (%) Nepalese (。/。）Pakistani (% HK Working Population (�/ 
Manager and Administration Executi 3 1 . 2 1 .1 9 . 2 1 0 . 7 
Professional / Assistant Professional 2 2 . 3 4 . 3 6 . 9 2 0 . 9 
Clerk, Servicing Personnel 18.1 20.7 14.2 31.3 
Craftsman / Machine Operator 4 . 9 2 9 . 2 2 4 . 4 1 7 . 2 
Non-technical Personnel 23.2 44.6 45.2 19.5 
Table 1 Employment Distribution of Indians, Nepalese, Pakistanis, and the Total Working 
Population in Hong Kong according to the 2001 Census (Hong Kong Census and Statistics 
Department 2002，cited by Hong Kong Poverty Web 2004) 
The employment pattern mirrors their average monthly income 
distribution in recent years (see Table 2) ((Hong Kong Census and Statistics 
Department 2002, cited by Hong Kong Poverty Web 2004). A quarter of 
Indians (25.9%) earned over 30,000 Hong Kong dollars monthly while only an 
insignificant percentage of Nepalese (0.6%) and a small percentage of 
Pakistanis (5.8%) could earn the same sum of monthly income. Over half of 
the Indian population (63.7%) earned over 10,000 dollars. Avast majority of 
Nepalese (78.2%) and most of Pakistanis (79.2%) earned 4,000-15,000 
dollars but the monthly income of Indians tilted towards the sector of above 
10,000 dollars (63.7%). With the median of personal monthly income being 
10,000 dollars as indicated by the 2001 Census (Hong Kong Census and 
Statistics Department 2002, cited by Hong Kong Poverty Web 2004)，the 
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monthly income of about half of the Nepalese and Pakistani population 
(48.4% and 54.3% respectively) was below the median, indicating that they 
are not, as a group, very poor. However, among my informants, the men are 
the bread earners while the women are usually the caretakers, generally 
having a family size of at least five. They could often barely feed their families 
on 4,000-9,999 dollars a month. The Education and Manpower Bureau 
intended partly to improve their economic situation by changing the new 
education policy so that South Asian children could acquire the Chinese 
language skills needed for finding better jobs. I will later explore their 
difficulties in finding jobs, where it will be seen that they are easily rejected 
because of their inability to write Chinese. 
Monthly Income (HK$i Indian (%i Nepalese (%)|Pakistani (%]|HK Working Population (% 
"^30,000 25^9 0.6 5.8 ^T^ 
25,000-29,999 4.2 0.8 1.3 3.4 
20,000-24,999 8.2 2.2 4.5 7.8 
15,000-19,999 9.8 11 6.4 11.5 
10,000-14,999 3 T T 2 ^ 8 "23 
4,000-9,999 2 T 7 41.1 5 T 4 SZS 
<4,000 11.91 7.3丨 2.9丨 10.4 
Table 2 The Distribution of the Average Monthly Income of Indians, Nepalese, Pakistanis, and 
the Total Working Population in Hong Kong according to the 2001 Census (Hong Kong 
Census and Statistics Department 2002, cited by Hong Kong Poverty Web 2004) 
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Language spoken 
According to the 2001 Census, the large majority of South Asians speak 
English as well as their native South Asian languages (Hong Kong Census 
and Statistics Department 2002, cited by Hong Kong Poverty Web 2004), 
while many, especially Pakistanis, speak Cantonese (see Table 3). This 
finding partially agrees with Ku's study which finds that "the respondents are 
highly confident in Urdu, less so in English and least of all in Chinese" (Ku 
2003:15-16). It can be seen from this that English at present can serve as the 
best lingua franca between local Chinese and South Asians. This finding also 
partly explains why South Asian parents prefer to send their children to 
schools of which the main medium of instruction is English. 
Language [Indian (%) [Nepalese (%) Pakistani (%) 
Cantonese 37.8 58.1 
English 86.4| 83.7| 75 
Table 3 The Proportion of South Asians in Hong Kong who can speak Cantonese or English 
in 2001 (Hong Kong Census and Statistics Department 2002’ cited by Hong Kong Poverty 
Web 2004) 
Weiss further explains the preference of South Asians towards English. 
She accounts for the preference by referring to English as one of the identity 
markers for South Asians in Hong Kong (Weiss 1991:418): "The importance 
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of English...was significant and must not be underestimated as it denoted the 
'otherness' of this group from the resident Chinese". Weiss argues that 
although South Asians still hold to English as a demarcation from the 
mainstream, Urdu has increasingly substituted for English and become the 
unifying language in the community (ibid.). I found that her observation 
applied to my informants; many of them knew Urdu, or related languages 
such as Hindi, and they would choose to communicate in Urdu among 
themselves whenever they could. This situation is also consistent with the 
significant role of Urdu and English found by the Census as well as in Ku's 
findings. 
Loretta Kwong (1984) did research on languages spoken among 
school-age Indians and Pakistanis at Sir Ellis Kadoorie Primary School. She 
found that most of the lower-middle class students could speak Cantonese 
well, although the overwhelming majority of them talked to their grandparents 
and siblings in their mother tongue. She anticipated that Cantonese would 
become their dominant language at home within a generation. Her 
anticipation of twenty years ago contrasts with my fieldwork: I will show in 
Chapter 6 that although most of my informants speak Cantonese comfortably, 
it has not penetrated into their households much. Many of these South Asians 
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have still not mastered Chinese as a form of writing, and the Education and 
Manpower Bureau introduced the new policy to further improve their language 
skills particularly in writing. The new policy also intends to widen the choice of 
schools, according to the Education and Manpower Bureau, so that South 
Asian children could choose schools other than the seven English-medium 
Non-Chinese Speaking schools. 
As I have briefly discussed in Chapter 1 that economic status affects the 
acceptance of their medium of communication in the society, this set of data 
shows that a significant proportion of Pakistanis speak Cantonese. Although 
many of them also speak English, the general public expect Pakistanis to 
speak Cantonese. Indians, on the other hand, are much more widely 
accepted to speak English. This language disparity relates to their different 
economic situation in the society. In Hong Kong, Indians are economically 
better off so they are welcomed to speak English. Pakistanis, on the contrary, 




Vaid did his research in the 1970s, almost 30 years ago, but I still found many 
similarities in views of education between the Indians discussed in his 
research and my informants. Vaid observed in 1970s that "[t]he Hong Kong 
Indians do not seem to put much premium on education" (1972:32). He found 
that the older generation of Indians in Hong Kong did not receive much 
education and "they have done little to educate their children" at the same 
time. According to Vaid, this observation was evidenced by the small number 
of local Indian children found in local schools and that the number of those 
who entered university was even "negligible" (1972:32). I wrote earlier that my 
informants agreed that older South Asians (especially Pakistanis and 
Nepalese) still do not value education much, as many used to be farmers from 
rural areas. They very often do not understand the importance of education in 
Hong Kong. Indians do well in Hong Kong mostly because many of them have 
been living in Hong Kong for a long time. It seems that Indians are more likely 
to encourage their children to pursue further education. This may culturally be 
due to their general emphasis on education. There are a number of 
traditionally prestigious Indian families in Hong Kong as well who are 
financially capable of supporting their children's higher education. These may 
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explain why Indians lead better lives than other South Asians at present in 
Hong Kong. 
Other reports confirm the low educational attainment on average among 
South Asians in Hong Kong. A research report on the life experiences of 
Pakistanis in Hong Kong reveals that among 71% of the respondents whose 
age is between 18 and 34, 90% of them have attained only secondary 
education or below, while 40% have only finished primary education or below 
(Ku 2003:11-12). 
The statistics also provide evidence as to the small number of South 
Asians who went to university^. According to Ku's study (ibid.), there are only 
eleven and nine respondents among a total of 200 who have received tertiary 
and university education while none of them is a postgraduate degree holder. 
Since I have no access to relevant statistics of Nepalese, by considering the 
economic situation of Nepalese and Pakistanis that was detailed earlier, I 
believe that the general educational attainment of Nepalese is similar to that 
of the Pakistanis according to my Nepalese informants. It is Pakistanis, 
however, whom I am most concerned in this thesis, as the majority (roughly 
70%) of my informants are Pakistanis. 
3 The statistics do not explain clearly why many Indians hold high-level jobs while there is only 
a small number of South Asians who go to university. My theory is that the statistics only show 
those who go to local universities and does not record the ones who go to overseas ones. 
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The data points to the fact that many South Asians in Hong Kong are of 
low educational attainment. The reasons behind the fact are however 
understood in different ways. Vaid implied that it was the lower-class Indians' 
attitude towards education, or their motivation for children's education, that 
made "the Hong Kong Indians remain an educationally-backward community" 
(1972:32). He identified that local Indians preferred to send their children to 
India for studies. During my research at the field site, I found that it was not 
uncommon to hear from both parents and the resident social worker that 
Indian children were sent back to India for studies. Their explanation was 
usually that education was available at a much lower cost in India^, although 
the nine-year free and compulsory education scheme has been enforced in 
Hong Kong since 1978. Vaid also found the same mentality among Indian 
parents who decided to send their children to India for studies. 
Another reason Vaid cited was that the local Indians' primary purpose of 
education was "to equip [the child] with basic learning, fluency in English 
language, and some western habits" (1972:31). He explained that this 
purpose was best served in India for English schools in Hong Kong might be 
very expensive^ and present adjustment problems. The emphasis on English 
4 Interestingly, the same reason was rarely heard from Nepalese and Pakistani parents. 
5 The school I studied is free-of-charge for all Hong Kong residents but the cost of studying is 
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language was also commonly held by other South Asian parents as I will 
explore in Chapter 6 when South Asian parents' views on the recent 
educational policy change are examined. Those South Asian parents whom I 
met during my research, however, did not prioritize education "back home". 
Sending their children back to South Asian countries for education was their 
last resort. Instead, they attempted to modify the education system of Hong 
Kong for the long-term benefit of their children. 
Education in India, according to Vaid, was attractive especially for girls, 
whose value in the marriage market could be enhanced through prolonging 
their stay in public schools in India (1972:31). With the 30-year time gap from 
Vaid's research, I did not get such a response from my informants in my 
research when we were discussing Indian girls' education, let alone other 
South Asian children. 
Vaid's interpretation of the low educational attainment among Indian 
immigrants in Hong Kong in the 1970s to a certain extent corresponds to the 
accounts of my informants. In the fieldsite, one of the teaching staff told me 
that the generally low education attainment of South Asians stemmed from 
the parents' attitude towards their children's education. He found from the 
still more expensive than that in any South Asian countries. 
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informants that they were not concerned enough about their children's 
academic performance. Parents' lack of interest in the children's education 
made the children lose motivation easily and finally give up on their study. 
The attitude of parents towards children's education might help to create 
the situation of low educational level among South Asians. Other research 
reports nevertheless presented sociopolitical aspects as the major cause. 
Ku's research on the life experiences of Pakistanis in Hong Kong explored the 
issue of education (2003:50-52). He carried out focus group discussions with 
South Asian parents to discuss their feelings towards their children's 
education. Many of the parents discussed their children's difficulties in school 
and complained about the education system of Hong Kong. He highlighted, 
alongside other problems, "difficulties communicating with teachers and 
classmates, bullying by teachers/classmates, conflicts involving cultural 
and/or religious practices and having no free choice of subjects because they 
are Pakistanis" (2003:51). It can be seen that South Asian parents were very 
aware of their children's educational problems and understood that many of 
them were caused by the lack of racial/cultural awareness in the society. 
Similar worries of parents about their children's academic difficulties were 
examined in a study of South Asian ethnic minority youth in Hong Kong (Yang 
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Memorial Methodist Social Service 2002:38-40). The inability to read and 
write Chinese barred South Asians from furthering their education and limited 
their school choice (Yang Memorial Methodist Social Service 2002:26-27). 
Many of the interviewed ethnic minority youth claimed that they were rejected 
by schools because they did not know any Chinese. Some of them mentioned 
that they would learn Chinese if they could, so that they would have more 
opportunities in education and future occupation. It also seems that they were 
demotivated to further their study and felt hopeless to advance to higher 
education. In addition, they felt that governmental and school supports should 
help them receive better education. 
Both research reports, in fact, suggested that problems of South Asian 
children in education stemmed from the lack of Chinese language ability, poor 
social policy and inaccessible provision of services. Targeting problems raised 
by the students and parents in these reports, the Education and Manpower 
Bureau changed the education policy in hope of providing the South Asians 
with a better schooling environment. 
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Discrimination and legislation 
Discussion of poor social policy and inaccessible provision of services for 
South Asians leads to consideration of the discrimination they face. The 
situation is also due to the fact that an anti-racial discrimination law has not 
been enacted in Hong Kong yet. Discrimination is a part of South Asians life 
experiences in Hong Kong, which is too significant to miss, especially in that 
South Asians believe that the new policy is discriminatory. 
There is a strong feeling among South Asians that they have been 
discriminated against by the mainstream society. Ku has recorded many of 
their experiences. He quoted one Pakistani male informant as saying 
(2003:42) that his Chinese neighbor turned her back to him and his family 
whenever she ran into them. He felt discriminated against by his neighbor. 
Another informant shared his experience in public transportation that a seat 
next to him was never taken unless the bus was full because he was a 
Pakistani. 
On jobs and employment, Ku found that all of his male informants had 
experienced unemployment and difficulties at work (2003:47-49). Many of 
them were rejected as they lacked Chinese language skills. One man, for 
example, had gone for an interview in a factory to be a machine operator but 
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could not get the job because he could not read and write Chinese, regardless 
of the fact that he speaks Cantonese. He had also tried to find a delivery job. 
He called the company and, "immediately after the receiver [receptionist] 
heard that [he] spoke in English", the receiver told him that the vacancy was 
filled. After several trials, he felt that he was turned down because he was an 
ethnic minority. He asked a Chinese staff at the Labor Department to call for 
him. This time, the company gladly offered an interview. There was once 
when he applied for a job and he called the company. When he told the staff 
that he is a Pakistani, she replied, "You're applying for this job. But it is not 
about moving goods or things" (Ku 2003:49). Ku concluded that the 
mainstream society has stereotyped Indians and Pakistanis to be "watchmen, 
construction workers, private car drivers, or [laborers]" (Ku 2003:49). This 
stereotype is so prevalent that Pakistanis are all but barred from other job 
types. This man's experience shows that, aside from the language barrier, 
racial discrimination also contributes to South Asians' difficulties in 
employment. 
The experience of racial discrimination is very strong among Ku's 
informants; he noted that "[throughout the focus group discussions, they kept 
complaining, seemingly in a non-stop manner" (ibid.). This feeling also made 
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them become cynical towards the mainstream society. I will show in Chapter 6 
that they rejected the new policy so firmly because they were unaware of its 
eventual advantages for them, and did not have the confidence to believe the 
benefits of such advantages. 
Concluding Remarks 
In this chapter, I have reviewed the background of South Asians in Hong Kong 
in historical and social perspective. The history of South Asians in Hong Kong 
shows that they have been migrating to the territory since 1842. In the early 
years of British colonization of Hong Kong, Indians were manipulated to serve 
the government of the colony. They gained financial benefits in so doing. At 
the same time they found it hard to merge comfortably into mainstream Hong 
Kong society. They became a class of people who belonged to neither the 
European social circle nor the local Chinese in Hong Kong. Some of them 
grew in wealth, slowly climbed up the social ladder，and became part of the 
elite community of Hong Kong, as happened to some of those studied by 
White (1994). A majority, however, are still struggling in Hong Kong in the face 
of hindrances in finding employment, racial discrimination, and adjustment 
problems at school. 
5 8 
Problems mentioned in this chapter all intertwine and contribute to the 
South Asian children's educational situation. Difficulties they encounter in 
education originate from their non-Cantonese mother-tongue. The situation 
made the medium of instruction for these children a controversial issue and 
until very recently it was still believed that the most suitable medium of 
instruction for them was English. Their poor economic situation also limited 
them from choosing schools that adopt English as the medium of instruction, 
which usually requires their students to pay full school fees. The lower-class 
South Asians' school choice was thus narrowed down to the seven 
Non-Chinese Speaking schools that traditionally take in a large number of 
ethnic minorities. Together with daily discrimination at school and work, the 
above economic and educational problems are complicated. This ongoing set 
of problems is probably why the Education and Manpower Bureau arrived at 
its new policy. 
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Chapter 3 
Educational Opportunities and 
Education Systems for Ethnic Minorities in Hong Kong 
Introduction 
After reviewing the historical and socioeconomic context of South Asians in 
Hong Kong, it should be clear that lower-class South Asians have been 
encountering many problems in society, be it discriminatory job prospects, a 
poor economic situation, and, the theme of the thesis and particularly this 
chapter, problems in education. 
As noted by Bray (1997), "even in unitary states the dominant education 
system is rarely the only," and thus it is common to find many education 
systems within one society; Hong Kong is no exception. Hong Kong has many 
co-existing different education systems. So what is the place of the South 
Asians in these systems? 
This chapter will give an overview of the different education systems in 
Hong Kong that affect lower-class South Asian students. For the sake of 
discussion, I will mainly focus on the language of instruction and the financial 
status of schools in different types of education systems in Hong Kong as far 
as education of ethnic minorities is concerned. Examples from my fieldsite 
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school will be drawn upon wherever applicable to illustrate the education 
systems and the context of specific type of schools. 
In this chapter I also attempt to answer these questions: How do South 
Asians perceive the different education systems in terms of social prestige, 
political strength，economic opportunities, cultural imperialism, and racial 
discrimination? How are the existing systems affecting South Asians' 
educational opportunities? What are the different education systems Hong 
Kong keeps in its territory? How do South Asian students conceptualize their 
place in these systems? And, ultimately, how does this affect their lives in 
Hong Kong? 
Medium of Instruction in History 
The language of instruction always bears political implications in schooling 
throughout the world; comparative education scholars are specifically 
interested in this area because of these implications, particularly in places 
where there is a process of post-colonization taking place. As noted by Bray 
and Koo (2004: 141), the language of instruction "was often used as a tool of 
domination and exploitation, allowing those in power to reinforce their will and 
privileged position" in the years under colonization. The posted on iai era 
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brought a reorientation in education especially in terms of language of 
instruction. The latest preference towards Chinese-instruction education in 
the postcolonial period presents great difficulties for ethnic minorities residing 
in Hong Kong. South Asians, as an ethnic minority community, face various 
problems when they receive education in Chinese as we will discuss later. 
The language problem is the main area of dispute in the whole discussion 
of the new policy. In order to highlight changes of education systems and the 
issue of language preference in relations to the political development of Hong 
Kong, I will explore how English as a language of instruction has been 
unquestionably favored over Chinese (either Cantonese or Putonghua) until 
very recently after the handover of sovereignty to mainland China, when the 
reverse has to some extent happened. 
Bray and Koo (2004:142) highlight several key turning points of the 
history of the medium of instruction in education in Hong Kong. In the early 
colonial years, the language of instruction in these schools was Chinese. 
English, with occasional attempts to spread the use of English in schools, was 
still spoken by a small minority. The first movement towards English in 
education began in the mid-1870s during which an "Educational Conference" 
was held and it was decided that English should be emphasized more. It was 
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also claimed that the decision was made based on the general consensus 
that it was what the local Chinese parents wanted. As the decision only 
applied to the government Central School at that time, most children were still 
studying in Chinese schools. The number of Chinese medium schools was on 
the rise over the following century. However, the idea that English could serve 
to "enlighten the ignorance of the upper classes of the Chinese" (Bray and 
Koo 2004:143 citing quotes from Sweeting 1991:70) started to gain ground in 
people's minds. The balance towards English tilted further with the 
establishment of the English-medium University of Hong Kong in 1911 (Bray 
and Koo 2004:143 citing Lin 2002). 
The enthusiasm for Chinese-medium education^ was boosted in the next 
three decades by immigrants from mainland China to Hong Kong. Among 
these immigrants were educators who founded schools in Hong Kong during 
the 1930s and 1940s. The establishment of the Republic of China in 1911 also 
promoted the nationalist identity of some of the local population (Bray and 
Koo 2004:143 citing Yu 1987:23) thus encouraging Chinese-language 
1 In this chapter, I take Chinese to be the written form of traditional Chinese and oral 
Cantonese. In Hong Kong, Cantonese, which is a dialect of Chinese in Guangdong, is spoken. 
Putonghua (Mandarin Chinese) was not taught in schools until very recently in the late 
colonial period. The Cantonese dialect is different from written Chinese and it does not have a 
formal written version of its own, although more and more printed materials in Hong Kong are 
in a newly created version of written Cantonese. In formal education, however, written 
Cantonese is avoided and textbooks are written in formal written Chinese. In Hong Kong, 
teachers teach in Cantonese while textbooks are in formal written Chinese. I describe this 
complex situation simply as: the language of instruction in schools is Chinese. 
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education. The government also directly maintained some vernacular schools 
from 1926 onwards. Although Hong Kong as a British colony was detached 
from the mainland in terms of any forms of communication after the mainland 
was occupied by the communists in 1949, most schools, both primary and 
secondary, in Hong Kong still taught in Chinese. The government even 
established the Chinese University of Hong Kong in 1963 for 
Chinese-educated secondary school graduates (Bray and Koo 2004:144). 
Although the government made efforts to provide a Chinese-medium 
education for Chinese speakers, English was still considered the elite 
language and thus preferred by the general public for education, even though 
the majority of the general public did not speak it. 
At the same time, in 1967, the government established the English 
Schools Foundation (ESF) to administer the education of expatriates (Bray 
1997:15). The initial objective of this body "permitted the government to meet 
what it considered to be its obligations to the children to expatriate families 
while avoiding accusations of distorted priorities and excessive funding for a 
racial minority." (Bray & leong 1996)2 
2 However, in recent years, the ESF has been accused of receiving excessive funding. 
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In the 1970s and 1980s there was an obvious public preference towards 
English as the medium of instruction. The 20 years were marked by the 
territory's economic boom while mainland China also opened its doors 
towards the international world starting in 1979. In order to enhance trade and 
international relations with the mainland, an Official Languages Ordinance 
was enacted in 1974 by the government, which made Chinese an official 
language alongside English. However, there was nonetheless a gradual shift 
and preference towards the use of English in education.^ There was a steady 
rise of secondary schools claiming to teach in English, from 57.9% in 1960 
(Bray 1997:16; Bray and Koo 2004:144) to 87.7% in 1980 (Lee 1998:166 cited 
by Bray and Koo 2004:144), indicating that English as the medium of 
instruction was gaining popularity among parents, as they perceived 
economic benefits would follow from a command of the English language. 
It is worth noting that after the signing of the Sino-British Joint Declaration 
in 1984, there was a major change in language policy towards localization, 
and towards Chinese-language instruction. A1989 report (Hong Kong 
Education Department 1989:71-74 cited by Bray and Koo 2004:144) 
recommended that a diagnostic instrument be developed to determine 
3 The reason why English was increasingly preferred in that specific period of time is not clear 
to me but I assume that people became more aware of the economic reward of being fluent in 
the language when the economy was slowly improving. 
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whether a student should be taught in English or Chinese. At the same time, 
Chinese was considered to be equally effective as a teaching medium, and it 
was entailed in the Basic Law (Article 9，China 1990) that the Chinese 
language alongside English may be used "as an official language by the 
executive authorities, legislature and judiciary". 
Ironically, the general preference for English over Chinese was still 
prevalent in public despite the government's efforts in advocating Chinese as 
a teaching language. English was perceived as a language that was valued 
more in the labor market. Secondary schools hesitated to change the medium 
of instruction to Chinese because they feared they might lose attractiveness 
in the market. This was evidenced by the growing proportion of secondary 
schools that claimed to teach in English^ swelling to 91.7% by 1990 (Lee 
1993:206). 
With the prospect of reunification with mainland China, Putonghua 
(Mandarin Chinese) became a part of the core curriculum in all primary and 
secondary schools as recommended by the Education Commission Report 
No.5 (Education Commission 1995:56). This was done to further enhance 
4 It Should be noted that although schools claimed to instruct in English, they very often used 
English textbooks but instructed in Cantonese. This phenomenon was not uncommon until 
English schools were defined clearly by the government, requiring English-medium schools 
have to teach in English. 
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economic as well as other aspects of integration between Hong Kong and the 
mainland. 
Although the colonial government left the decision on the medium of 
instruction to be made by parents rather than having a compulsory scheme, 
the posted on iai government, on the contrary, proactively took the medium of 
instruction in schools to be its first major task after the handover of 
sovereignty in 1997 (Bray and Koo 2004:146). The official goal of the 
Education and Manpower Bureau was to educate Hong Kong citizens to be 
"bi I iterate (in English and Chinese) and trilingual (in English, Cantonese and 
Putonghua)" (ibid.). From 1998/99 onwards, schools were screened before 
they could claim to be an English Medium School, leaving only 112 public 
secondary schools, about one quarter of all schools, allowed to teach in 
English. The political implication of the move was widely noted and disputed, 
although the Bureau claimed that it was merely educational (Lai and Byram 
2003:315 cited by Bray and Koo 2004:146). 
There have been recent plans to make mother-tongue teaching in 
schools more prominent, which have aroused heated discussion in society 
over the medium of instruction. On 27 January 2005, the Education 
Commission reviewed the Secondary School Places Allocation mechanism 
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and the Medium of Instruction for secondary schools and formulated a 
proposal that "uphold[s] [that] mother-tongue teaching should be the 
orientation of the medium of Instruction for secondary schools" (Education 
Commission 2005:i). A mechanism was also developed to monitor English 
Medium Instruction schools so that those that could not comply to a standard 
proportion of the student body who are proficient for English teaching would 
have to be taught in Chinese (ibid.:v). It is clear that there is a trend for 
Chinese as a medium of instruction to be advocated more and more for 
political reasons after the handover of sovereignty. The education sector 
responded to the change of sovereignty and made Chinese the medium of 
instruction for the majority of schools although it was still not as prestigious as 
English for many people in society. Many parents still sought to get their 
children to English-medium schools. 
It can be seen that the debate on the proper medium of instruction has 
been a deep-seated and controversial issue throughout the recent history of 
Hong Kong. Regardless of the continuing advocacy of Chinese as a medium 
of instruction by the government, the general public，particularly parents, have 
continued to prefer English as a teaching medium for its perceived value in 
international trade and general communication. This partly explains why the 
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new education policy towards South Asians has aroused such attention and 
opposition. South Asians, as part of the Hong Kong public, have also taken on 
the perception that English is preferable to Chinese. In Chapter 6，I will show 
how they have internalized this value and thus rejected the Chinese-medium 
education offered by the Education and Manpower Bureau. 
Education Systems in Hong Kong for Ethnic Minorities 
Against this background of the present-day orientation towards Chinese as a 
medium of instruction, what is the position of ethnic minorities whose 
mother-tongue is not Cantonese, particularly South Asians, in these changes 
of education policy? 
Three types of schools based on the medium of instruction 
In order to understand the situation, there are three types of schools in the 
public school sector that need to be explained: 1) Chinese Medium Instruction 
schools; 2) English Medium Instruction schools and 3) Non-Chinese Speaking 
schools. There are certainly other types of school outside of the public school 
sector in Hong Kong such as private schools that joined the direct subsidy 
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scheme^, private schools that offer alternative curriculum, and schools under 
the English Schools Foundation (ESF) which I will later discuss. Restricted by 
their economic situation, lower-class South Asians can only choose schools 
from the public school sector. I will thus concentrate on the public school 
sector first. 
The public school sector consists of three types of schools differentiated 
by their medium of instruction. The first type of school is the Chinese Medium 
of Instruction schools. They are schools that adopt Chinese as the medium of 
instruction. The Chinese in Chinese Medium Instruction schools refers to 
Cantonese in oral form and standard written Chinese in complex characters. 
While the simplified written form of Chinese has been adopted in mainland 
China, the traditional complex characters are still used in places outside of 
mainland China, including Hong Kong, Taiwan and Singapore. These schools 
are generally perceived, rightly or wrongly, to have lower academic attainment 
because of the medium of instruction. 
5 As quoted from the website of the Education and Manpower Bureau (2006), the Bureau set 
up the Direct Subsidy Scheme to "encourage non-government schools which have attained a 
sufficiently high educational standard to join the DSS by providing subsidies in order to 
enhance the quality of private school education." The aim of the scheme is to "develop a 
strong private school sector by providing high quality schools other than government and 
aided schools so that parents have greater choice in finding suitable schools for their 
children." These schools impose school fees on their students, and are thus more expensive. 
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The second type of school is the English Medium Instruction schools. 
These schools are of high standing in public perception and are preferred by 
local Chinese parents who prefer English, as earlier discussed. Although 
these schools teach in English, as preferred by many South Asians, their 
prestigious status has hindered lower-class South Asians to be admitted into 
those schools because of intense competition with local Chinese. 
The third type of school is the Non-Chinese Speaking schools. Most 
schools in this category are in fact recently introduced to cater specifically for 
students whose mother tongue is neither Chinese nor English, among whom 
are South Asians. Sir Ellis Kadoorie Primary School is the most long-standing 
school of this kind, which was founded in 1890 to serve Indian, Pakistani, 
Filipino, and other non-Chinese-speaking ethnic minority children. Most of the 
South Asians I interviewed preferred their children to study in Non-Chinese 
Speaking schools, because these schools taught in English and their children 
could study with other South Asian instead of with Chinese children. 
Aside from these three types of schools, schools under the English 
Schools Foundation also deserve some attention. They are partially 
subsidized by the government and aim to provide schools for 
English-speaking children who are not proficient in Cantonese and therefore 
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are not suitable for other educational facilities available in Hong Kong (English 
Schools Foundation 2004); but these schools are expensive to enter. The 
curriculum in these schools is based on the school system of England and 
Wales, traditionally serving particularly the children of civil servants and 
expatriates. According to the website, there are over 50 different nationalities 
in the student body of 12,000. At the same time, more than 70% of their 
students "have parents who are permanent residents of Hong Kong". 
Lower-class South Asians should be able to meet the requirements for an 
education at schools under the English Schools Foundation as they do not 
have the sufficient grasp of Cantonese to attend mainstream schools. 
However, the lower-class South Asians would be unable to pay for the school 
fees. According to the document "Information for Parents - Fees" (English 
Schools Foundation 2004), for the academic year 2004-2005, new students 
are required to pay a deposit of HK$10,000 for a primary school place and an 
annual fee of $47,300. This is unaffordable for many of the South Asians, who 
may only earn less than $10,000 a month, as indicated in Chapter 2. 
Therefore, it can be seen from the narratives of my informants that they 
almost never ask for an education at these schools but at Non-Chinese 
Speaking schools instead. 
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Since Non-Chinese Speaking schools are one of the key components in 
the new education policy debate for the South Asians, it is important to 
understand the nature of these schools. There are seven Non-Chinese 
Speaking schools in the territory to serve the ethnic minority population. 
These schools serve mainly ethnic minorities, but Chinese students are also 
admitted, as these schools are often divided into two streams of study on the 
basis of their main language of instruction. The Chinese stream functions as 
other Chinese Medium Instruction schools in the territory. The English stream, 
however, operates in the medium of English. The two streams admit different 
target groups of people. While local Chinese children are usually assigned to 
the Chinese stream, ethnic minorities as well as a tiny number of ethnic 
Chinese children who are competent in English (mostly children who have 
lived overseas with their parents) are most likely to be taken into the English 
stream. However, whether ethnic minorities will be assigned into the English 
stream depends on the seats available in the stream and thus South Asian 
children have to be assisted by the Education and Manpower Bureau in the 
placement process to get into a Non-Chinese Speaking schools even before 
the implementation of the new policy. The number of seats in the English 
stream is constantly lagging behind the demand and this has created 
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resentment among ethnic minorities, particularly South Asians. Those who 
cannot get a seat will be asked to wait for one while studying at Chinese 
Medium Instruction schools temporarily. The division of these schools into two 
streams is designed to educate both ethnic minorities and the 
Cantonese-speaking population at the same time so as to facilitate interethnic 
interactions and understanding. 
Children in the English stream are not deprived of the opportunity to 
study written Chinese and oral Cantonese although they are taught mainly in 
English. However, since many of them read and write Chinese characters for 
the first time in class, it is hard for them to pick up the language. Hong Kong 
does not adopt any tailor-made Chinese syllabus for second-language 
learners in Chinese, so Non-Chinese Speaking schools usually shorten the 
syllabus of the Chinese class by half in order to meet the written and oral 
Chinese standard of the children in the English stream. In other words, these 
schools could only finish teaching one textbook to their children in the English 
stream while local schools could teach two textbooks to local Chinese 
children in one academic year. This may seem to be a reasonable 
arrangement for ethnic minorities, but I will show in the next few chapters that 
it does not solve the language problem as efficiently as it might. 
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Historically, it has been believed that Non-Chinese Speaking schools 
best serve non-white® ethnic minority children residing in the territory. In fact, 
the school choice for them is rather limited. It is common for the Chinese and 
English Medium Instruction schools to reject ethnic minorities' applications. At 
the same time, many ethnic minorities could not afford schools under the 
English Schools Foundation, which cater to children whose Cantonese skill is 
not sufficient to learn in the mainstream education system but which are 
expensive. Ethnic minorities are therefore left with the seven Non-Chinese 
Speaking schools that welcome them and are suited for their situation in Hong 
Kong. To widen the school choice for ethnic minority children, the Education 
and Manpower Bureau changed the policy so that they could be allocated into 
Chinese Medium Instruction schools. However, the concern group, and South 
Asian parents and children, did not believe that the new policy would benefit 
them, as I will discuss in the following chapters. 
The fieldsite school - a case study 
An understanding of the socioeconomic background of the creation of 
Non-Chinese Speaking schools will help us make sense of these schools. I 
6 I have never heard of any Anglo-European children attending Non-Chinese Speaking 
schools. I suppose Anglo-European children rarely attend Non-Chinese Speaking schools. 
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collected the oral history of my fieldsite school. (No history has yet been 
written.) The history of the fieldsite of this study, a Non-Chinese Speaking 
school situated in the district of Yau Tsim Mong, can shed light on how this 
type of school has developed. I talked separately with a janitor who has 
worked in the school for ten years and knew the daughter of the founders, as 
well as a local Chinese parent in the concern group who has been active in 
school activities concerning the history of the school. Their accounts are 
consistent with one another and reflect how the school has striven to meet the 
needs of the changing demography of Hong Kong society. 
The school was founded as a Chinese Medium Instruction school around 
1960 by a Hong Kong Chinese couple, who, according to my informants, were 
passionate in serving the community. Educating ethnic minorities was not one 
of the school's aims when it was founded. The neighborhood used to be a 
waterfront area 50 years ago, inhabited by boat people (shui shang jen) in 
what is today the Yau Ma Tei district. Aspiring to educate the poor illiterate 
fishermen living along the coastline and help them adapt to life on land, the 
couple donated a large sum of money to build a school for the community. 
They not only supported the school financially but also persuaded parents in 
the community along the coastline to let girls attend the school, something 
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which was still rare and considered inappropriate. The couple admitted these 
children without any school fees. Later, the couple migrated overseas and left 
the school to run on its own. It was not clear to my informants when exactly 
this happened, but both of my informants mentioned that not long after the 
couple had left, the school closed down. There had been a continuous 
decrease of student intake, as the boat people, who had been the main 
source of student intake for the school, moved to live on land as a part of the 
city's development. 
In 1997, when the daughter of the couple returned to Hong Kong and 
discovered that her parents' school had been closed, she invested a sum of 
money to reopen the school. The school was not subsidized by the 
government at the beginning of its reopening. Rather, it ran on a relatively 
small scale, with only four classes. The daughter was aware of the growing 
number of South Asians living in the community and thus made serving South 
Asians the school's aim from then on. The janitor told me that South Asian 
children in the region had attended Chinese Medium Instruction schools 
where they did not develop any interest in study. The daughter thus visited 
parks to recruit wandering South Asian children who had stopped attending 
the Chinese-language schools they had been assigned to her school to 
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receive English-medium education. Apiece of land was later claimed from the 
government on the place where the school is now standing. At the same time, 
the number of new arrivals from mainland China had been on the rise. The 
school decided to take in these students as well, as a way to expand its 
source of students. 
However, recently, the student number of new arrivals from mainland 
China and local-born Chinese has been decreasing and can no longer 
support the development of the school. The student body of resident ethnic 
minorities, especially South Asians, on the contrary, has been constantly 
increasing. The school therefore cut the Chinese stream to expand the 
English stream further in the academic year 2003/04/ Nevertheless, there is 
still a long waiting list every year of predominantly South Asian children who 
desire to be taken in by the school. 
We need to understand some cultural practices of South Asians before 
we can understand the reason why the school mostly takes in South Asian 
children. South Asians in Hong Kong are used to seeking help from their own 
ethnic/religious communities at times of difficulties. Very often, they rely 
7 This transformation of Chinese Medium Instruction school to Non-Chinese Speaking school 
has also been done by other schools, such as C.N.E.G. Ta Tung School in Kwai Chung. 
According to my informants, this school is also facing a decrease of ethnic Chinese student 
intake so they are trying to accept more ethnic minority children in order to survive. 
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heavily on word of mouth when they need help. Partly due to the fact that the 
fieldsite school has long been established as a Non-Chinese Speaking school 
in comparison to other schools of this kind, it has a good reputation according 
to my informants. This positive reputation encourages a large number of 
South Asians to apply for the school. 
The history of the school echoes social changes in Hong Kong society. 
Non-Chinese Speaking schools came into existence to meet the demand of 
the escalating number of ethnic minority residents that contrasts with the 
shrinking birth rate of local Hong Kong Chinese®. The creation of the category 
of Non-Chinese Speaking schools also enabled the survival of these schools. 
Among Non-Chinese Speaking schools, it is not uncommon to find some that 
were once mainstream schools that have foreseen difficulties in the face of 
the lowering birth rate of local Chinese and have thus taken up a new role as 
a Non-Chinese Speaking school. It is estimated that there are around 250 
ethnic minority children participating in the school place allocation system 
8 The number of Mainland Chinese in Hong Kong has been booming over the years in 
contrast to the local birth rate because the government has loosened the immigration 
restrictions of Mainlanders to Hong Kong. Unlike other ethnic minorities, children from 
Mainland China are arranged into adaptation programs before they are assigned into local 
schools. In the adaptation programs, they are taught traditional complex Chinese characters 
instead of the simplified ones used in Mainland China. Children from Mainland China 
therefore do not present as much of a problem as South Asian children. It is not clear why the 
Education and Manpower Bureau has a different response. The Education and Manpower 
Bureau has not given a reason regardless of the pressure to the groups of the South Asians 
social groups and social workers in various meetings. 
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each year. According to the Education and Manpower Bureau, 90% of them 
would be able to get into a Non-Chinese Speaking schools under the new 
policy if they chose to. However, the population of ethnic minorities residing in 
the district helps determine whether any Non-Chinese Speaking schools are 
established. Many of the parents could not afford to send their children to 
faraway Non-Chinese Speaking schools outside their living districts. I will 
discuss this later in Chapter 5 and 6. 
The Policy Change 
In November 2003, the Education and Manpower Bureau decided to deal with 
problems faced by ethnic minorities by changing the Central Allocation stage 
in the Primary One Admission System in the following academic year. In 
Chapter 1,1 explained some aspects of the policy change, but in this section, I 
will do so in greater detail. I will also include the discussion of the consultation 
the Education and Manpower Bureau engaged in with Unison Hong Kong, a 
social organization that aims to help ethnic minorities, before they decided to 
implement the new policy. I will show that one of the accusations that the 
South Asian parents had towards the Bureau was that the Bureau did not 
consult them beforehand. In fact, the Bureau had indeed done some 
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consultation, although whether Unison Hong Kong is representative of ethnic 
minorities is a matter of controversy. 
The school place allocation system for ethnic minorities 
In order to explain the new policy, let me discuss the school place allocation 
system in Hong Kong. It is a system run by the Education and Manpower 
Bureau, where every student is required to apply to get a seat in a primary 
school. It is primarily based on the 44 school nets^ in Hong Kong. Parents 
have to indicate their residence so that their children will be allocated to 
schools in the specific school net they are residing in. 
As I have explained in Chapter 1，the system involves two stages: the 
discretionary places admission stage and the central allocation stage. During 
the discretionary places admission stage, parents may apply to one 
government or aided school which may be in or outside of the school net in 
which they reside. If the application fails in this stage and no school takes in 
the child, that child will have to take part in the second stage, the central 
allocation stage (Education and Manpower Bureau 2004). 
9 The Education and Manpower Bureau has divided the whole Hong Kong territory into 44 
school nets (roughly equivalent to districts). Applications for a school seat are based on the 
school net the applicant's residential address is in. This mechanism is designed to assign 
children to schools near their home. 
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Before the policy change, South Asians, together with other ethnic 
minorities, were entitled to claim their Non-Chinese Speaking status on the 
application form for the central allocation stage. In principle, by indicating their 
status, their application would be automatically handled in a separate system 
from the local Chinese-speaking children and they would be guaranteed a 
seat in Non-Chinese Speaking schools regardless of their residing school net. 
Even when there were not enough seats to let all applicants get into 
Non-Chinese Speaking schools, and children needed to be placed into 
Chinese Medium Instruction school, the Bureau promised to place them into 
Non-Chinese Speaking schools eventually. Non-Chinese Speaking schools 
also had the responsibility to offer seats to as many children who claimed their 
status as possible under the subsidized scheme of the Education and 
Manpower Bureau. On the same principle, the Non-Chinese Speaking 
applicants could give up their right to claim their special status so that they 
could stay in the same system as their local Chinese counterparts and be 
allocated to Chinese Medium Instruction or English Medium Instruction 
schools. In other words, ethnic minorities could choose to get into 
Non-Chinese Speaking schools or Chinese Medium Instruction schools on 
their own choice. 
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However, in February 2004, just after 丨 entered the fieldsite, a parent 
learned of the change from reading a newspaper report. The article reported 
that there would be a change in the central allocation arrangement for 
Non-Chinese speaking children. The parent inquired to the school about the 
change. The school was surprised at the inquiry because it had not been 
informed as to the change by the Education and Manpower Bureau. The 
school thus called the Bureau for more information on the issue. The Bureau 
admitted that there would indeed be a policy change. After that, the 
information was circulated among all Non-Chinese Speaking schools, which 
had not known of the change until then. 
The problem of the policy change for South Asians was that they felt they 
would likely be allocated to Chinese Medium Instruction schools. Since the 
principle of the Primary One Admission System that children are allocated 
according to their residing school net remained unchanged, ethnic minorities 
who were living in a neighborhood where there were no Non-Chinese 
Speaking schools, would have no choice but be allocated to Chinese Medium 
Instruction schools, it was felt. Unless they were successful in the 
discretionary places admission stage and secured a place in a Non-Chinese 
Speaking school, those who preferred such schools would not have a chance 
8 3 
to get into one in the second stage, under the school net scheme. In other 
words, ethnic minorities would not have the same rights as before, when they 
could choose either Non-Chinese Speaking or Chinese Medium Instruction 
schools on their own. South Asian parents were very concerned about this 
arrangement, which made some of them reflect on their educational rights 
and their position in Hong Kong's education system. 
Concluding Remarks 
This chapter has reviewed education policy in Hong Kong's colonial and 
postcolonial history and has explored how Chinese as a medium of instruction 
has been gaining force in recent years in Hong Kong's language education. 
While English has long been valued by parents as the international language 
widely used for trade and general communication, it is also, ironically, the 
colonial language. In opposition to English, "mother tongue education" — in 
Cantonese — has been promoted passionately by the government as the 
teaching language that enhances students' "interest and effectiveness in 
learning" (Education Commission 2005). 
Ethnic minorities, however, have never been given adequate attention 
throughout the development of the language education policy. The proposal of 
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mother-tongue teaching only takes the Cantonese-speaking population into 
consideration. Ethnic minorities have always been educated in English as if it 
was their best option, although English might very well be their second or 
even third language. The creation of the category of Non-Chinese Speaking 
schools was designed specifically for them in the public school sector. This 
creation also allowed former Chinese Medium Instruction schools, such as my 
fieldsite school, which would not have been able to survive due to financial 
difficulties, to continue to thrive. 
For the lower-class South Asians, English Medium schools in the public, 
private, and English Schools Foundation sectors are either too competitive or 
too expensive for them. The seven Non-Chinese Speaking schools are 
therefore the only feasible option for those who want or are only capable of 
English-medium education. Lower-class South Asians have thus an 
exceptionally narrow choice of schools in all education systems in Hong 
Kong. 
This situation has been further complicated after the policy change in the 
central allocation stage of the Primary One Admission System. The new 
policy aims to improve the Chinese skills of ethnic minorities. Under the new 
arrangement, lower-class South Asians who want an English-medium 
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education might now be allocated to Chinese Medium Instruction schools. 
They strongly opposed the new policy, as I will explore in the next few 
chapters. However, the Bureau had reasons for the change as well. I will 
discuss this in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 4 
Views of the Education and Manpower Bureau 
Introduction 
As I have discussed in the previous chapter, the argument as to the suitable 
medium of instruction for ethnic minorities is at the core of the discussion of 
the policy change. The Education and Manpower Bureau, South Asians, 
social workers, educators, and mass media have had different stands over the 
new policy and sought different outcomes for the ethnic minority's education. 
The Education and Manpower Bureau described the new policy as one that 
was for the ethnic minorities' long-term benefit in Hong Kong, but various 
parties had different interpretations of the new policy. Based on their contexts 
and interests, each of the groups formulated its own set of interpretations of 
the new policy. 
In this chapter and the following two chapters, I will explore the views of 
different parties in the event: the Education and Manpower Bureau, the 
concern group, and the South Asian parents. This chapter will show how the 
Education and Manpower Bureau defended the policy change. 
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Background 
The Education and Manpower Bureau took the initiative role in that it changed 
the policy for ethnic minorities to be admitted to schools and initiated the chain 
of disputes that came later. The Bureau decided that Chinese-medium 
education was the best for the ethnic minorities' future careers and lives in 
Hong Kong. 
As the Bureau did not accept my attempt to interview any of their officers, 
my data in this chapter concerning the Bureau came from more indirect 
sources. One is written documents I had access to from the concern group as 
well as other organizations. The other major source is meetings the Education 
and Manpower Bureau held with social organizations such as the concern 
group and other interested groups, for example a student body called Ethnic 
Minority Rights Concern Groupi organized by the City University of Hong 
Kong. These meetings were conducted in Cantonese and were considered 
unofficial by the Bureau's standards.^ I attended the meetings and took 
detailed field notes to make sure that I could quote the exact wordings of what 
1 It is a group formed to examine the education difficulties faced by ethnic minorities in Hong 
Kong after the new policy was commenced. 
2 The meetings were unofficial because, according to my informants who were experienced in 
dealing with government officials, if meetings were not attended by a secretary from the 
government department, they were not taken as official and opinions made by officers present 
in the meetings would not be recognized by the Bureau. The fact that they only had unofficial 
meetings with the concern group and other interested group apparently reflects the relatively 
casual attitude they had on the issue. 
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was said. I also used Hong Kong Today's Backchat, a radio program on Radio 
Television Hong Kong, quite extensively because the radio program was one 
of the few places where the issue was discussed thoroughly. The program is 
also to be credited for the range of people represented among its guests, 
including the South Asian parents, social workers, mass media, and the 
Education and Manpower Bureau. All of my sources of information involve 
quotations of words spoken by officers from the Bureau — I was present at 
the meetings and able to record the programs. This I feel confident that I have 
accurately represented the Bureau's view. 
According to documents I have access to from the concern group, in 
November 2003 a forum was held by the Education and Manpower Bureau 
with ethnic minority community representatives, non-governmental 
organizations, and relevant government officials to discuss the language 
education policy of ethnic minorities in Hong Kong. The Education and 
Manpower Bureau announced the new policy under which "non-Chinese 
speaking students would be allocated school places on the same basis as 
their local counterparts: there would be no special arrangements" (Notes of 
Discussion of the Ethnic Minorities Forum 2003) after consulting Unison Hong 
Kong. The Bureau promised that although the new policy would allocate some 
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ethnic minority children to Chinese Medium Instruction schools, 90% of them 
would still be assigned to Non-Chinese Speaking schools^. The Bureau 
justified the new policy in four main ways, as we will now outline. 
Promoting Integration 
The foremost reason for the Bureau to advocate Chinese-medium education 
among ethnic minorities is to promote their integration into mainstream Hong 
Kong society. Ms. Clarin Ip, an officer representing the Bureau, held a 
meeting with university students from the Ethnic Minority Rights Concern 
Group regarding the new policy. She said in the meeting that: 
integration is a policy....Our aim is to make not only ethnic minorities but all 
non-Chinese speaking children integrate into the society as soon as possible. 
We want to promote an atmosphere...to create a school culture that will generate 
an integrated campus {guhngyiihng haauhyuhn 共融校園)，a place where there 
is respect and appreciation of different cultures. 
3 The 10% who will be affected by the new policy might seem insignificant. However, my 
informants speculated that this would be a step towards abolishing all Non-Chinese Speaking 
schools in the end. So they were very strongly against the new policy 
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This was said in the very beginning of the meeting, so it seems that the 
concept of integration is a fundamental part of the new policy. 
In the radio program Backchat (Radio Television Hong Kong 2004), Mr 
Philip Li, another officer from the Bureau, explained the new policy as follows: 
Our point is actually to help these children to integrate into the ordinary [school] 
system so that they can develop their careers here [in Hong Kong]. And also we 
have feelings from the parents that...when they grow up and try to find jobs, then 
sometimes their [lack of] ability in speaking Chinese is a hindrance to their 
job-seeking process. So actually we understand that it is important to have them 
integrated in the local education system. So that's...one of the main 
reasons...for the revision of the...system. So [that] they have more choices to 
get into the mainstream schools. 
As I discussed in Chapter 2, ethnic minorities in Hong Kong face 
immense difficulties in finding jobs as well as in other areas of life. The Bureau 
believed the cause of these problems to be a lack of Chinese language skills. 
Although many ethnic minorities in Hong Kong are already well versed in 
Cantonese, they do not usually have a command of written Chinese. It is often 
claimed that this language problem bars ethnic minorities from securing jobs 
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and thus integrating into mainstream Hong Kong society. The need for 
Chinese language among ethnic minorities has been supported by research 
(Ku 2003:49; Yang Memorial Methodist Social Service 2002). 
In fact, the Bureau repeatedly emphasized in their arguments the 
importance of creating an "authentic" Cantonese language environment for 
South Asian children in Chinese Medium Instruction schools. Ms. Clarin Ip 
compared English learning with Chinese learning and said in a meeting held 
with the concern group, "if all students beside you speak English, you'll pick 
up the sensitivity towards English and the learning efficiency will speed up." 
She implied by this example that ethnic minorities could learn Chinese in the 
same way as ethnic Chinese students learn English. According to the 
Education and Manpower Bureau, "children are like a blank sheet of paper 
(yatjeung baahkjf 一張白紙).They learn whatever we teach them because 
they have a very strong learning and adapting ability•” The Bureau therefore 
believed that by adopting the same school placement system as the local 
children and placing ethnic minority children into mainstream Chinese 
Medium Instruction schools where they could be exposed to an "authentic 
language environment" as early as possible, the children could acquire 
Chinese more effectively. The job search difficulties faced by the ethnic 
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minorities would then be eased once they have obtained the necessary 
language skill. 
The Bureau argued that the new policy was designed for the long-term 
benefit of ethnic minority children, as it would enhance their integration into 
mainstream society in Hong Kong in their early years. From the research I 
reviewed in Chapter 1，the arrangement of placing ethnic minority children 
into mainstream schools is commonly found in other parts of the world, such 
as the United Kingdom, the United States, and Malaysia and it has proved, to 
an extent, to be effective in enhancing the children's language skill. However, 
the comparison of Hong Kong to multicultural experiences in other countries 
needs to be done carefully. As I mentioned in Chapter 1，Watson (2000) 
argues that when comparisons are made in terms of multiculturalism among 
countries, history needs to be carefully consulted. Countries such as the 
United Kingdom and the United States have been dealing with ethnic 
minorities in their public policies for a very long time. Although Hong Kong 
also presents itself as a "multicultural society" (see Hong Kong Tourism Board 
2005), the government apparently takes the notion of "multicultural society" 
simply as different ethnicities living in the same city, while other countries, as I 
will show in the following pages, understand the idea in a fuller way. Any direct 
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comparison of multiculturalism between Hong Kong and those foreign 
countries might not be very rewarding due to each country's unique historical 
background. 
The Bureau and some other bilingual education experts (whose opinion I 
will explore in more detail in Chapter 7) perceived it to be natural to attempt to 
boost ethnic minorities' economic situation in order to develop their sense of 
national identity towards China. The Bureau stated that since the sovereignty 
of Hong Kong was handed over to Mainland China in 1997, it is normal for all 
Hong Kong citizens, including ethnic minorities, to acquire Chinese language 
skill.4 Here, as implied by the Bureau, they understand language as a 
"powerful symbol" of a nation (Eriksen 1993:103). Herzfeld pushes this further 
in saying that the national language is "like 'the' flag": "not just to stand for, but 
in an experiential sense to be the nation" (1992:110-111, quoted by Golden 
2001). This concept is widely evidenced by practices adopted by other 
countries. New Russian immigrants in Israel, for example, are required to 
participate in state-sponsored Hebrew language classes so that they could 
become "real Israelis" (Golden 2001). The aim of the promotion of Hebrew in 
4 The Chinese language skill referred to here includes not only oral Cantonese, which many 
South Asians have already acquired, but also writing and reading skills, which not many 
South Asians have mastered. It is also worth noting that few Americans, British or Japanese 
have attained these skills, but these groups of more affluent Hong Kong residents are under 
little pressure to do so. 
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Israel is just like that of the recent policy trend towards mother-tongue 
teaching in Hong Kong. While ethnic minorities from "culturally superior" 
countries, such as the Europeans and Japanese, seem to be exempted (see 
note 22), the recent policy change in language education must be seen in light 
of the wider political context of why the new policy for ethnic minorities was 
put forward. 
Ms. Clarin Ip shed light on the definition of integration by saying that 
"...there should not be any difference [between Non-Chinese Speaking 
students and other students]. Otherwise, how could it be called integration?" 
The Bureau implied here that both ethnic Chinese and ethnic minority children 
are "a blank sheet of paper". By integration, the Bureau assumed that every 
person of different ethnicity starts from the same platform and therefore 
should be treated in exactly the same manner as the mainstream children. 
This is a liberal egalitarian argument, according to Kincheloe and Steinberg 
(1997), which stresses that all human beings are born to be the same and 
therefore should be treated equally. This interpretation of the concept of 
integration will be discussed further when the principle of equal opportunities 
is explored. 
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The Bureau believes that boosting ethnic minorities' economic situation 
can only be partly solved by placing them into Chinese Medium Instruction 
schools. "Ethnic minority education should not only be learning the language. 
This is only one of the areas. We should also encourage integration at 
schools", said Leung Siu-mei, an officer of the Bureau who was also present 
in the meeting with the Ethnic Minority Rights Concern Group. She suggested 
that some kinds of multicultural education should be introduced in schools. 
However, the Bureau did not ever suggest concretely how the school culture 
in Hong Kong could be transformed to create an integrated campus. On the 
contrary, as my research has shown, very often these ethnic minority children 
have problems understanding and handling classes in Chinese without proper 
support, as I will discuss in Chapter 6. 
The Bureau stressed that integrating ethnic minorities into mainstream 
society was the most important aim of the new policy. In fact, the language 
problem has hindered ethnic minorities from fully participating in the workforce. 
The intention of equipping them with suitable language skills is an 
understandable one and indeed an admirable one. Nevertheless, it seems 
that the Bureau has overlooked the problem of racial discrimination in schools, 
which 丨 will explore in Chapter 6. It might be that integration could eventually 
9 6 
help end discrimination; but it might also increase discrimination if the policy is 
not carefully managed. 
Schools Closer to Home 
A second reason why the Education and Manpower Bureau sought to 
implement the new policy is that ethnic minority children could be placed in 
schools closer to home. As detailed previously, the school place allocation 
system is based on the residing school net of the applicant. Children are only 
allowed to apply for schools inside their residing school net. Before the policy 
change, ethnic minority children could choose to indicate their Non-Chinese 
Speaking status in order to be allocated to Non-Chinese Speaking schools, 
even when they are outside their school net. On the other hand, they had the 
freedom not to claim their status and be allocated in the same system as the 
local Chinese children. 
The Education and Manpower Bureau cancelled the option in the new 
policy by which Non-Chinese Speaking status could be stated. The Bureau 
claimed that the change would encourage ethnic minorities to choose schools 
nearer to their homes. However, as ethnic minority children can now no 
longer choose schools outside of their residing school net in the central 
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allocation stage, whether Chinese Medium Instruction school or Non-Chinese 
Speaking school, they will have to choose schools near to their homes. 
According to the Bureau, by attending schools nearer to home, parents could 
save transportation fees for commuting from home to distant schools. For 
ethnic minorities who have financial difficulties, this should help relieve their 
burden. Also, the Bureau mentioned that parents, because of their work, 
might not have the flexibility to arrange their time schedule so that they could 
send children to faraway schools. Letting children attend nearby schools 
means that children can go to schools on their own. 
However, South Asian parents did not share the Bureau's opinion, as I 
will detail in Chapter 6. They were more concerned about the type of 
language education their children would receive. 
The Principle of Equal Opportunity 
The principle of equal opportunities was a third reason why the Education and 
Manpower Bureau advocated a policy change. The Education and Manpower 
Bureau explained that under the principle of equal opportunities, some 
students should not have any privilege over others in the school place 
allocation system. Moreover, there should not be any groups of student who 
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could be guaranteed seats in a particular school category. Since ethnic 
minority students, as well as non-Chinese speaking children of other 
ethnicities, by claiming their Non-Chinese Speaking status were able to 
secure seats in the Non-Chinese Speaking school category, they were thus 
given a privilege over local students who would also like to study in the same 
school category. The Education and Manpower Bureau changed the policy so 
that the principle of equal opportunity for all could be restored. The other side 
of the coin is that South Asian children should be given the same chance as 
their local counterparts to be allocated to other categories of school including 
Chinese Medium Instruction and English Medium Instruction schools. 
In terms of their definition of equal opportunity, this means treating ethnic 
minorities in the same way as the mainstream ethnic Chinese. Clarin Ip 
claimed in the meeting that 
...all students should be treated on the same basis. Yes, there are individual 
differences in academic abilities^ [hohkjaahp chsyih 學習差異]among different 
children. But if they [ethnic minority students] don't demonstrate any individual 
differences, then they don't need to be labeled as NCS [Non-Chinese Speaking] 
5 It may seem unclear what 'individual differences in academic abilities' mean. For details on 
individual differences in academic abilities, see the Bureau's website (2006). 
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because our [mainstream ethnic Chinese] students also have individual 
differences in academic abilities. 
She implied that while each student is a unique individual who possesses 
differences in "cognitive and affective development, social maturity, ability, 
motivation, aspiration, learning styles, needs, interests and potential" 
(Education and Manpower Bureau, "Catering for Individual Differences", 
2003), ethnic minority children are just different in terms of their 
cultural/linguistic background and therefore should not be treated differently 
from other children. 
On the other hand, she did not agree with the accusation that the Bureau 
was discriminatory under the new policy. She understood that under the new 
policy there were not enough resources for every school that was attended by 
ethnic minorities to provide special programs to cater for their needs. 
According to her, however, the policy is "...not unequal. It would only be 
unequal if we didn't provide any support [for the ethnic minority children]." The 
Bureau argued that ethnic minority children should not stand out among 
ethnic Chinese children on the basis of individual differences. They are all "a 
blank sheet of paper" which absorbs all knowledge they are taught, just as the 
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ethnic Chinese children, so they should be able to "integrate" into the 
mainstream society without a special school，or any special arrangement for 
them. 
A question left unanswered by the Bureau is why they are subsidizing 
heavily on the non-Chinese speaking children studying in schools under the 
English Schools Foundation; geared largely towards Western students. If the 
Bureau intended to provide a platform where every student should be equal to 
every other, they should also be aware that other wealthier non-Chinese 
speaking children, such as American and European expatriates, have been 
enjoying privileges that are inaccessible to other ethnic minorities due to the 
partially subsided schools they attend. Interestingly, there has been little 
discussion on whether children of these expatriates should be educated in the 
medium of English or Chinese. It is widely assumed that English is the only 
medium of instruction for these children. This contradiction sheds light on the 
understanding of the class structure among different ethnic minorities in Hong 
Kong, and makes me doubt the government's claim of equality for all. 
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More Choice of Schools 
According to the Education and Manpower Bureau, the fourth reason for 
adopting the new policy was that it opened up more choice of schools for 
ethnic minority children. It was regarded as another long-term benefit for 
ethnic minorities in Hong Kong. The Bureau reckoned that ethnic minority 
parents were reluctant to send their children to Chinese Medium Instruction 
schools under the old system. By erasing the status marker, the Bureau 
explained that the new policy would not confine ethnic minorities to choices 
from only a small number of Non-Chinese Speaking schools, as the previous 
policy had encouraged. 
In a discussion of whether ethnic minority children were forced into 
Chinese Medium Instruction schools under the new school place allocation 
system, an officer from the Education and Manpower Bureau, Mr Philip Li, 
said the following in the radio program I quoted from earlier (Radio Television 
Hong Kong 3:2004): 
Well, actually under the revised applicant system, the parents can still choose 
those schools [Non-Chinese Speaking schools], which used to admit more ethnic 
minority children. Ok? That's not compulsory to choose other local mainstream 
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schools. So actually, in that case...the parents can have more choices instead of 
being restricted the choices [sic]. 
From these words, it is clear that the Bureau held firm to the idea that ethnic 
minority parents had more choice of schools, since they could not only 
choose from Non-Chinese Speaking schools but also from mainstream 
Chinese Medium Instruction schools. 
In another meeting with the Bureau, another official, Ms. Clarin Ip, 
stressed again the choice of the parents: 
K，s their choice. We need to respect their choice. If they chose to let their children 
get into a Chinese Medium Instruction school, there's nothing we can do to place 
them into Non-Chinese Speaking schools even when they have problems 
studying in Chinese school, because they didn't request to be placed in 
Non-Chinese Speaking schools. 
As I have explored in Chapter 3, the option of schools for ethnic 
minorities used to be very narrow. The Bureau attempted to provide them with 
more choices by opening up the doors of Chinese Medium Instruction schools. 
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The new policy should encourage ethnic minorities to send their children to 
Chinese-medium schools so that their Chinese skills could be enhanced. 
However, this assumption of the Bureau is contrary to how the concern group 
and, specifically, South Asians perceived the new policy, which I will explore 
in the following two chapters. 
Concluding Remarks 
In a letter written by the Education and Manpower Bureau to the concern 
group on 29 March 2005, the Bureau summarized that their 
...sincere intentions and actions to take [is] to offer parents of ethnic minorities 
more school choices, provide these children with the opportunity to study 
Chinese language, enable them to attend schools near their home and facilitate 
their early integration into the local education system and community. 
To summarize, the Education and Manpower Bureau argued that the new 
policy would be of long-term benefit for ethnic minorities in Hong Kong in four 
aspects. First, they believed that the new arrangement could more effectively 
integrate ethnic minorities into the mainstream society. As the children would 
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be exposed more extensively to Chinese language, they should be able to 
acquire the language skills in a more efficient way so that they could obtain 
employment more easily in the future. Second, by clearing the way for ethnic 
minority children to choose Chinese Medium Instruction schools, the Bureau 
claimed that these children did not need to attend Non-Chinese Speaking 
schools far away from their homes which would in turn save transportation 
fees and time for these families. Third, based on the principle of equal 
opportunity, the Bureau introduced the new policy to erase the priority given 
to ethnic minorities in choosing and being allocated to Non-Chinese Speaking 
schools over local ethnic Chinese children. Fourth, the Bureau believed that 
ethnic minority parents would have more choice of schools after the 
cancellation of their Non-Chinese Speaking status and the opening up of 
Chinese Medium Instruction schools to them. 
The Education and Manpower Bureau has identified the language 
problem of ethnic minorities in Hong Kong and has tried to help them improve 
their lives by the new policy. Parents in Hong Kong have always been 
sensitive towards the language policy in education, as can be seen in the 
history that I reviewed in Chapter 3. The general public in Hong Kong still 
prefers an English-medium education. Regardless of the fact that the Bureau 
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has placed much emphasis on mother-tongue education, it has not been 
welcomed by most Hong Kong Chinese parents. Ethnic minority parents also 
tend to reject Chinese-medium education. Although the new policy is 
reasonable in insisting that ethnic minorities be equipped with the Chinese 
skills they need, the Bureau has overlooked the opinion of the South Asians 
as well as teachers in Non-Chinese Speaking schools. In spite of the fact that 
the Bureau has consulted Unison Hong Kong, the apparently 
unrepresentative ethnic minority composition of the organization made the 
consultation seem unconvincing. This has aroused opposition from the 
community and from South Asian parents. I will explore the views of the 
concern group on the new policy in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 5 
Views of the Concern Group 
Introduction 
The concern group strongly opposed the new policy that the Education and 
Manpower Bureau has implemented, and sought for the Bureau to withdraw 
the policy. In this chapter, I detail the views of the concern group, which was 
formed to fight against the new policy. Their views are worth exploring 
because the formation of the concern group to a large extent steered the 
policy change in a whole new direction and helped create pressure on the 
Education and Manpower Bureau to resume the old system. 
Background: The Meaning of "Integration" 
Let me again discuss the formation of the concern group. The concern group 
began because a number of South Asian parents, a local Chinese social 
worker, Ms. Ma Man-ying, and some other interested people opposed the 
policy change initiated by the Education and Manpower Bureau. As I 
mentioned in Chapter 1, Ms. Ma is the resident social worker of my fieldsite 
school, and has been working on ethnic minority issues for five years. Among 
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my informants, the story is widely known about how the new policy change 
was discovered accidentally by an ethnic Chinese parent who read from a 
Chinese newspaper that there would be a new education policy for ethnic 
minorities; she warned Ms. Ma about this. When they found that the change 
was made before the Education and Manpower Bureau had extensively 
consulted ethnic minorities or professional educators, they formed a concern 
group to fight against the policy change and aimed to postpone the change 
until it was more carefully planned. South Asians, among all others, were 
particularly concerned about the change, so they formed a concern group 
with Ms. Ma to fight for the ethnic minority's rights in education. The concern 
group took steps against the Bureau, and aroused attention from a wide 
variety of people in Hong Kong. Their views were mainly expressed in 
dialogues with the Education and Manpower Bureau. 
Apart from being suspicious about the effectiveness of the new policy in 
promoting societal integration, the concern group questioned the Bureau's 
meanings given the term "integration". They doubted whether placing ethnic 
minority children physically in a class of local Chinese children would 
enhance the social integration of South Asians into Hong Kong society. 
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The concern group did not object to the fundamental principle that the 
new policy would bring about integration of ethnic minorities into Hong Kong 
society. Yet, in the 15 months I spent with them, they disagreed with virtually 
all of the justifications given by the Bureau for the new policy. A member of the 
concern group, Fyzee Thambi\ stated on a radio program (Radio Television 
Hong Kong 2004)，"[w]hat we wanted was integration. It's that [sic] something 
that we always ask for." At the same time, members of the concern group 
were skeptical whether the new education policy would be as effective as the 
Bureau forecast. He went on to say, "...but there are [different] ways to 
integrate". This highlights the fact that the concern group defined integration 
differently from how the Education and Manpower Bureau defined it. They 
sought to let South Asian children study in Non-Chinese Speaking schools 
with a strengthened Chinese syllabus. In Non-Chinese Speaking schools, the 
concern group believed that the children could study in a relatively less 
discriminatory environment and acquire essential language skills at the same 
time. 
In a document written by the concern group for presentation to the 
Education and Manpower Bureau (Agenda of the concern group 2004/3/30)， 
1 This is his real name. 
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the group asked: "What evidence is there to suggest that this kind of 
integration will be effective? is integration not taking place in NCS 
[Non-Chinese Speaking] schools now? What does integration mean?" Clearly, 
the concern group felt that ethnic minorities have been integrating into 
mainstream society through their education at Non-Chinese Speaking 
schools. In this position, the concern group overlooked the fact that by many 
measures, ethnic minorities have failed to integrate successfully through their 
education in Non-Chinese Speaking schools. Does this not indicate that a 
new education system is needed to help improve the ethnic minorities' 
situation? Their arguments only make full sense when there are local Chinese 
children studying at Non-Chinese Speaking schools. As I have discussed 
earlier in Chapter 3，some Non-Chinese Speaking schools have already 
stopped admitting local Chinese children. In those schools, ethnic minorities 
are not able to interact with local Chinese; these schools are segregated from 
Hong Kong Chinese students. 
On the other hand, the concern group's worry may in some ways be 
justifiable. Some research shows that minority children in mainstream schools 
may manipulate the school setting to resist the mainstream, and use it to 
negotiate their separate cultural identities (see Bjork 2002; Zine 2001). 
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Research often shows that ethnic minorities encounter study difficulties in 
mainstream schools using the mainstream language (see Abbas 2002 and 
Tsai & Garcia 2000 for overseas study; see Ku 2003 and Yang Memorial 
Methodist Social Service 2002 for study in Hong Kong). These studies 
indicate that, even if ethnic minorities are put into mainstream schools, the 
ethnic minority students might still reject or be rejected by the mainstream or 
encounter immense study difficulties and therefore fail to integrate. In fact, 
recent research reveals that assigning ethnic minorities to non-mainstream 
education might be better for their education. Hornberger (2000:173) has 
noted that there have been "[r]ecent developments in language policy and 
education reform in Peru, Ecuador, and Bolivia, paralleling similar 
developments in the United States and elsewhere", showing that education 
for ethnic minorities is changing from "a standardizing education into a 
diversifying one". Apple (1996) also called for educational policies to attend 
more to non-mainstream groups of people. Research has arrived at such 
conclusions about ethnic minority education due to the large number of 
problems appearing in mixed ethnic classrooms. The concern group was 
worried that Hong Kong would follow the same path. 
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Better Chinese Language Skills? 
The skills in the Chinese language of ethnic minority children studying at 
Chinese Medium Instruction schools would improve because of the policy 
change according to the Education and Manpower Bureau. The concern 
group, however, felt that the Chinese language skills of ethnic minority 
children would not improve just by allocating them into Chinese Medium 
Instruction schools, without a tailor-made Chinese language syllabus. 
The concern group stressed that a special curriculum for Chinese 
language learners should be developed for ethnic minority children whose 
mother tongue is not Cantonese. They worried that if the children were placed 
in Chinese Medium Instruction schools and had to study Chinese language at 
the same pace as their local counterparts, they would not be able to obtain 
the language ski" as fast as the rest of the students and would fall behind in 
their studies. Ms. Ma Man-ying, the resident social worker of the fieldsite 
school and one of the founders of the concern group, said that "this move [the 
new policy] is like telling a physically challenged student in a wheelchair to 
walk up to the classroom on the stairs like other students do." The concern 
group was thus very skeptical as to how the new policy could be successful. 
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The concern group was also not convinced that ethnic minority children 
with their lack of Chinese could properly study in the Chinese language. Since 
all subjects would be taught in Cantonese and all textbooks would be written 
in Chinese characters in a Chinese Medium Instruction school, the concern 
group suspected that the overall academic progress of ethnic minority 
children would be hindered by their inadequate Chinese language skills. The 
concern group noted that ethnic minorities often lack the basic ability to 
communicate in Cantonese with teachers in Chinese Medium Instruction 
schools, let alone learn academic subjects in Chinese. Asocial worker, Ms. 
Chiu Chung-yu, who works closely with the concern group and is experienced 
in helping South Asian students, spoke in an interview session with me as 
follows: 
There was a [South Asian] student who had gone to school for several months 
and yet he hadn't spoken over five sentences. Teachers thought he could not 
speak. One day, he wet his pants and people started to wonder if he was 
retarded. It was after some time that I found it was because he didn't know how 
to ask the teacher [in Cantonese]. That's why he didn't dare to go to the toilet. 
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Without even this basic ability to communicate with others in Cantonese (for 
at least some South Asian students), how the children could adapt to an 
all-Chinese learning environment is in question. The concern group 
suggested that this should be one of the areas of the new policy that the 
Bureau could improve upon. One solution could be hiring additional South 
Asian teaching assistants for Chinese Medium Instruction schools that 
admitted South Asian children to help them adapt to the all-Chinese 
environment. The concern group felt that the Education and Manpower 
Bureau should think through the details before implementing the new policy. 
They doubted whether the new policy under modification could really be 
beneficial to the South Asian children. 
Nonetheless, while the concern group was skeptical about the new policy, 
it is important to seriously consider the Bureau's argument that children are 
capable of picking up a language much faster than adults. The concern group 
might have neglected the fact that it could be beneficial to send ethnic 
minorities to mainstream schools where they could obtain language skills as 
quickly as possible, even though the initial effects might be traumatic. 
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Lack of Resources and Long-term Planning 
The concern group felt that placing ethnic minority children into Chinese 
Medium Instruction schools needs to be well-planned. The concern group 
opposed the new policy because they felt that it does not provide sufficient 
resources to cater for the ethnic minorities' educational needs in Chinese 
Medium Instruction schools. Fyzee Thambi's speech summarized the worries 
of the concern group for ethnic minorities under the new policy (Radio 
Television Hong Kong 3 2004/5/6): 
Of course now the EMB [Education and Manpower Bureau] has opened the 
doors for all ethnic minorities [to enter Chinese Medium Instruction schools]. I 
think it's a good step. But we...what we want is a responsible open-door policy. 
When we're talking about integration, it implies extra resources and support and 
special measures. Since you know that all ethnic minorities...they don't have any 
Chinese background. Now we're talking that put [sic] them into the mainstream 
[schools]. That means they're learning all subjects in Chinese. I think it's 
impossible. 
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In his opinion, the Bureau should allocate resources not only to cater for the 
ethnic minorities' educational needs but also to narrow the cultural gap 
between them and the mainstream Chinese society in Hong Kong. 
In the course of discussion, the Education and Manpower Bureau 
proposed several plans to help ethnic minority students in Chinese Medium 
Instruction schools both in terms of economic and human resources. For 
each ethnic minority child admitted to Chinese Medium Instruction schools, 
the Bureau prepared to supplement the school with a sum of money for extra 
aid for helping the student's academic progress as well as the student's 
developments in other areas. Apart from the provision of financial aid, the 
Bureau has promised to hire a language specialist from Australia^ (Radio 
Television Hong Kong 3 2004/5/6) "to support the schools and the teachers to 
help them equip the technique [sic] in curriculum tailoring and so on. So that 
they can just prepare the curriculum materials and create an authentic 
environment to teach the children. And also that the school support can make 
use of its own funding..." Sharing sessions would be arranged between 
experienced and inexperienced teachers in teaching ethnic minorities so that 
2 However, as I later found out in a meeting with the Bureau, the Australian language expert 
promised is not an expert in teaching Chinese as a second language. Instead, s/he is simply 
an officer in the curriculum development branch of the Bureau who has experience in 
teaching Chinese (not necessarily as a second language, according to the Bureau) in 
Australia for many years. 
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a mutual support network could be set up to solve teaching problems in 
Chinese Medium Instruction schools. Mr. Li, the officer of the Bureau, 
explained this as follows (Radio Television Hong Kong 3 2004/5/6): 
Well, of course there are some teachers...you must admit that teaching these 
ethnic minority children is a new experience to them...But of course there are 
some teachers who are well experienced in teaching these children...As it's 
mentioned, actually we have, since the start of this year, lined up a number of 
schools which traditionally have admitted a greater number of these children. 
And we formed a school network...They can provide support to them [teachers in 
Chinese Medium Instruction schools that admitted ethnic minority children] and 
form experience-sharing sessions and also visit them and understand their 
difficulties and also equip them with the necessary curriculum-tailoring technique 
and so on... 
However, the concern group was not satisfied with these suggestions. 
They were worried that, without any close monitoring, schools might use 
money meant for the development of ethnic minorities on items other than 
that specific purpose. Concerning the language specialist, the concern group 
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wondered if one specialist was enough to help all the teachers in Hong Kong 
who had had no experience in teaching Chinese as a second language to 
ethnic minorities. To the concern group, experience-sharing sessions were 
insufficient to train a large number of teachers throughout Hong Kong who 
were inexperienced in teaching ethnic minorities. This would in turn increase 
the load of already overburdened teachers, who already had to handle 
teaching and everyday administrative paperwork, a problem always 
burdening Hong Kong teachers. As for the overall number of ethnic minorities 
in Hong Kong education system, there is no firm statistics to it up-to-date. 
Despite the fact that the concern group has urged the Education and 
Manpower Bureau for many times, the Bureau has been reluctant to release 
such information and claimed at a meeting that they do not isolate the number 
of ethnic minority students from ethnic Chinese. Their philosophy behind is 
that they believe that ethnic minority students are same as ethnic Chinese 
ones so they do not see the need to keep a separate set of statistics. 
The concern group did not oppose the idea that ethnic minorities should 
learn Chinese/Cantonese but they were critical about the "premature" 
decision to send ethnic minority children to Chinese Medium Instruction 
schools. As was said by Fyzee Thambi (ibid.)’ "what we [ethnic minorities] 
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wanted was the Chinese Medium Instruction [education]...The main thing is 
that what is the possibility that this [the new policy] can work?" Without any 
detailed and careful planning and research, they found that the scenario of an 
ethnic minority child studying at a mainstream school proposed by the Bureau 
was not convincing. 
They were also skeptical about the notion of integration, which they felt 
was defined so narrowly as to mean only a smoother eventual job-search 
process for ethnic minorities. As the concern group stated in a document 
addressed to the Education and Manpower Bureau, 
The starting point of the term 'integration' cannot be to find a job. There are many 
local Chinese people who can speak Chinese and cannot find a job. If the 
purpose of...Hong Kong's educational system is to have a Chinese-speaking 
workforce, the term 'education' has been lost and the acquisition of knowledge 
has become irrelevant. 
They believed that a more encouraging definition of "integration" needed to 
be introduced in order to tackle the day-to-day difficulties faced by ethnic 
minorities. However, a point that cannot be dismissed is that ethnic minorities 
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are very often rejected in job applications because they cannot read and write 
Chinese, as I have discussed in Chapter 2. The concern group seems to have 
overlooked the fact that the new policy might equip ethnic minorities with the 
language skills required for full employment in Hong Kong, which could be the 
first step towards integrating South Asians into mainstream Hong Kong 
society. 
Clearly, the concern group did not define the concept of integration in the 
same way that the Education and Manpower Bureau did. The concern group 
shared the idea that acquiring Chinese language skills is a very important 
step for ethnic minorities to integrate into mainstream society in Hong Kong. 
However, in their opinion, the focus of integration should not be solely on job 
prospects for ethnic minorities. Integration is also a social issue, they felt. So 
even if the ethnic minorities speak and read Chinese and are able to find a job 
more easily than today, if they face discriminatory behavior in Hong Kong 
society, the concern group would not consider the "integration" to be a 
successful one. The concern group found the new policy to be "premature" 
because they believed that society was not prepared to provide for a suitable 
economic and social environment for the "integration" they defined to yet 
occur effectively without long-term planning enabling implementation. 
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However, is this argument too idealistic? Judging from other research, it 
seems that discrimination has always existed in societies where different 
ethnicities meet. Is there ever a time when a society is fully prepared for the 
integration of ethnic minorities? Isn't it better to begin the process even if 
integration might be imperfect? 
Are Closer Schools an Advantage? 
The benefit of children attending schools closer to home was also challenged 
by the concern group; they claimed that this benefit was "only the case if the 
school allocated is a school that parents want their children to attend" 
(Agenda of the concern group 2004/3/30). For many parents, according to the 
concern group, these unwanted schools were Chinese Medium Instruction 
schools. Under the new policy, as I have discussed, non-Chinese speaking 
children would be allocated to schools according to their residential school 
net. In the previous system, children could claim their Non-Chinese Speaking 
school preference and be assigned to Non-Chinese Speaking schools only, 
regardless of whether there was such a school in their residential school net 
or not. Now, if there was not any Non-Chinese Speaking schools in their 
school net, they would have no choice but to attend Chinese Medium 
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Instruction schools, despite the fact that they might want to be educated in 
English. 
In other words, the concern group was emphasizing that children had to 
attend schools that they did not want to attend because they had no 
alternative under the new policy. Whether or not the school was close to 
home was not an issue for most of them. In the next chapter, I will show from 
narratives of the South Asian parents that the concern group was correct on 
this issue. 
More Choice of Schools? 
The argument about attending schools closer to home is interlinked with the 
Bureau's justification of more choice of schools for ethnic minority children 
under the new policy. The concern group was not persuaded by the Bureau 
that parents would have a wider range of school choices, because they 
claimed that "[Non-Chinese Speaking] students have been allocated to CMI 
[Chinese Medium Instruction] schools and [can] attend them already [if they 
would like to do so]" (The Ethnic Minority Education Concern Group 2004a). 
Since those who would like to claim their Non-Chinese Speaking status would 
not be given the chance to do so after the implementation of the new policy, 
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ethnic minority parents complained that they could not be assured a seat for 
their children at Non-Chinese Speaking schools, as was the case before. 
In fact, as noted above, Chinese Medium Instruction schools were not 
considered a choice by many ethnic minority parents. Just as one of the 
South Asian parents in the concern group proclaimed, "It's...like offering meat 
to a vegetarian. There are plates and plates of meat on the table but is the 
meat a choice?" Following this logic, the concern group asserted that the 
school choices were not broadened under the new policy, but were instead 
more limited than before for those who would like to attend Non-Chinese 
Speaking schools. 
Let me explore the question of what constitute a choice. According to my 
research, the vast majority of South Asian parents wanted their children to 
attend Non-Chinese Speaking schools instead of Chinese Medium Instruction 
schools. Should any open option be considered a choice, or should only the 
ones that genuinely appeal to a person be considered a choice? For the 
concern group, a choice should be at least appealing to the chooser. For the 
South Asian parent I quoted last paragraph, Chinese Medium Instruction 
schools were not an option, and they would prefer not to choose those 
schools for their children. In fact the South Asians had earlier had the right to 
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choose Chinese Medium Instruction schools if they decided to give up their 
Non-Chinese Speaking status before the new policy was implemented. 
In addition, the concern group feared that there might be a reduction of 
classes in Non-Chinese Speaking schools in the new academic year under 
the new policy^ They were concerned that this would mean that "[the] choice 
to go to NCS [Non-Chinese Speaking] schools is reduced" (The Ethnic 
Minority Education Concern Group 2004a). The potential reduction of 
Non-Chinese Speaking class was confirmed by a principal of one of the seven 
Non-Chinese Speaking schools. The principal told a journalist (Oriental Daily 
2004/5/31) that "under the new arrangement of the school place allocation, a 
class from each of the seven Non-Chinese Speaking schools will be cut. This 
will save $5,000,000 a year for the EMB" [Education and Manpower Bureau]. 
He suspected that saving money is the real motivation behind the policy 
change. Although the Education and Manpower Bureau has never admitted 
to this, the principal certainly had reasons to believe in this. 
On the other hand, however, the concern group refused to take into 
account the language advantages their children could get in Chinese Medium 
Instruction schools. They seemed to dismiss possibly the best chance for 
3 This speculation was not proved by any concrete evidence but it is a justifiable speculation, 
since the government has been tightening its fiscal budget in recent years. 
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their children to merge into the mainstream society through education at 
Chinese Medium Instruction schools. The new policy might thus serve to 
encourage ethnic minority parents to choose Chinese Medium Instruction 
schools for their children, and maybe lead them to better jobs and lives. 
What is Equal Opportunity? 
The concern group disagreed with the Bureau's definition of equal opportunity. 
They argued that "[u]nder the International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR) and Hong Kong's Bill of Rights Ordinance (BRO), the 
government has legal obligations to ensure the right to education and the 
right to non-discrimination in education" (The Ethnic Minority Education 
Concern Group 2004b). They objected to the Bureau's assumption that the 
starting point should be equal treatment of the South Asian minority with the 
Hong Kong Chinese majority because they believed that "there is a 
reasonable and justifiable case for treating ethnic minorities differently 
because they do not have the same background as local Chinese and have a 
different starting point than local counterparts" (The Ethnic Minority Education 
Concern Group 2004b). In another document to the Education and Manpower 
Bureau, the concern group again expressed their strong opposition towards 
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the definition of integration and equal opportunities offered by the Bureau: 
"Language is a valuable tool for integration but true integration can only occur 
when people are on an equal footing. Placing all students in the same 
environment and masking this as ‘equal education' undoubtedly does not take 
into any consideration their different needs". It is clear that the idea of equal 
opportunity is emphasized by the concern group, rather than other areas of 
equality. 
The concern group not only did not agree with the Bureau's definition of 
equal opportunity but also argued that the Bureau was actually violating the 
real principle of equal opportunity by not providing enough suitable initiation 
programs for ethnic minorities when compared to those designed for new 
immigrants from Mainland China. While newly-arrived children from Mainland 
China are eligible to a six-month initiation program, there is no such plan for 
the integration of local-born ethnic minority children. According to the concern 
group, this is a biased policy, unfavorable to ethnic minorities. The concern 
group thus doubted the Bureau's definition of equal opportunities when other 
policies were also considered. 
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Results of a Survey Done by the Concern Group 
The concern group conducted a survey on the revised arrangement of the 
Central Allocation System for ethnic minority students entering Primary One. 
The questionnaire was designed and translated by the concern group into 
Urdu, Punjabi, and Nepalese by the concern group and distributed to ethnic 
minority communities and schools in Hong Kong. Leaders in each community 
were responsible for distributing and collecting the questionnaire for the 
concern group. Copies of the questionnaire were also sent out to 
Non-Chinese Speaking schools in the form of a school notice. Parents filled 
out and returned the questionnaire on a voluntary basis. 
Among the total of 582 respondents, over 78% were South Asians and 
over 66% of the respondents planned to stay in Hong Kong for 15 years or 
more. 82% of respondents did not want their children to attend a Chinese 
Medium Instruction school; 81% of parents said that they did not want their 
children to attend a Chinese Medium Instruction school even if the school is 
close to their home. When asked about what subject they want their children 
to study in Chinese, 77.1% of them said only Chinese language. 44.1% of 
parents believed if their children attend a Chinese Medium Instruction school, 
they would acquire better Chinese skills; 27.3% said their children would have 
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improved job prospects; 16.6% believed their children would better integrate 
into the mainstream society; 8.8% said one of the benefits would be school 
close to home. Although 74% thought that their children would gain some 
benefits from attending a Chinese Medium Instruction school, 86% were also 
concerned about various difficulties faced by their children. 67.2% of parents 
were worried that if they sent their children to attend a Chinese Medium 
Instruction school, they will be unable to help their children in schoolwork 
because of language barriers; 38% were afraid that their children will lose 
interest in their studies; 34.9% said their children will feel isolated; 24.8% 
were concerned about the possibility that their children's overall standard will 
fall. In case their children were allocated to a Chinese Medium Instruction 
school, 56.7% of the parents claimed they would choose to wait for a place at 
a Non-Chinese Speaking school, which might take at least an academic year. 
Only 16.3% would let their children attend the Chinese Medium Instruction 
school. 8.8% of them would send their children to another school or to their 
home country to study. 
The results of the survey were perhaps biased in various ways. The 
subsequent viewpoints expressed by the concern group were largely based 
on the survey results. Since the questionnaire was collected on a voluntary 
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basis, those who objected to the new policy might be more willing to respond. 
Another potential bias is that the concern group only distributed the survey in 
Non-Chinese Speaking schools. Parents of those who were studying at 
Non-Chinese Speaking schools could be expected to favor the type of school 
over Chinese Medium Instruction schools. Otherwise, they might have 
selected the latter for their children already. However, as this survey is the 
only available one thus far, and most non-Chinese speaking children attend 
Non-Chinese Speaking schools, the survey still serves to provide insight as to 
which type of education ethnic minorities prefer for their children. 
Concluding Remarks 
As I wrote in the previous chapter, the Bureau was confident that they had 
addressed all of the doubts that were raised by the concern group and others 
who were doubtful about the new policy. This is shown by how they replied in 
a letter in English to the concern group on 29 March 2005: 
A year has almost lapsed, yet the Bureau's determination to facilitate NCS 
[Non-Chinese Speaking] students' integration into the local education has never 
changed. Despite the fact that we had informed you of our comprehensive plan 
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to realize such integration, it is a little surprising that the same concerns should 
still be raised by your group again. 
However the decision was still not supported by the concern group. The 
concern group objected to the new policy by stressing the ethnic minorities' 
own preference for Non-Chinese Speaking schools and by being skeptical 
towards definitions of integration and equal opportunity adopted by the 
Education and Manpower Bureau. Indeed, the concern group stated in a 
document that "[i]ntegration can only take place when acceptance from the 
majority occurs rather than [making] the minority... I earn the ways of the 
majority" (The Ethnic Minority Education Concern Group 2004b). 
Beyond these arguments, the concern group also accused the Bureau of 
cultural blindness. Some ethnic minority parents spoke of the negative 
experience of their children, who became subjects of bullying, teasing and 
scapegoat!ng in Chinese Medium Instruction schools; reflecting this, the 
concern group regarded the new policy as an act of cultural dominance. They 
criticized the Bureau for oversimplifying the educational issue of ethnic 
minorities by assuming that placing them into Chinese Medium Instruction 
schools would automatically provide the solution to a difficult situation. 
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However, the concern group seemed to have forgotten that they 
themselves could not fully represent the South Asian parents. In the next 
chapter, I will show that the views of the South Asian parents differ in many 
respects from those of the concern group. Although the concern group 
claimed that their arguments were based on the survey they did among ethnic 
minorities, the potentially biased nature of the survey was not properly 
addressed. The views of the concern group might thus represent more of the 
views of social workers, when we consider that the initiator of the concern 
group is a social worker. I still recall the first meeting of the concern group that 
I attended. I remember how unmotivated, almost uninterested, the South 
Asian parents were concerning the negative aspects of the new policy that Ms. 
Ma Man-ying was emphasizing. I described the meeting in my fieldnotes (25 
March 2004) as "a training session for the parents before their meeting with 
the Education and Manpower Bureau" where they were taught how to ask 
questions to the officers. After a few meetings, after pressure was built up by 
the concern group, South Asian parents were noticeably more concerned 
about the fact that their children would be allocated to Chinese Medium 
Instruction schools. South Asian parents were to thus a certain extent 
cultivated by the concern group to react in a negative way towards the new 
policy. The concern group thought that they were representing the ethnic 
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minorities but it can be seen that they have neglected the influence they 
themselves had on the views of the ethnic minorities. 
The concern group had their reasons to believe that the new policy would 
never result in what the Education and Manpower Bureau had promised. The 
Bureau had not consulted the South Asian parents before the policy was 
implemented. However, in the next chapter, in which the views of the South 
Asian parents and children, are reviewed, it will be clear that even with more 
consultation, the South Asians themselves would still be lacking insight into 
how the lives of their children, particularly in Chinese language skills, could 
perhaps be improved by the new policy. 
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Chapter 6 
Views of the South Asians Apart from the Concern Group 
Introduction 
I have investigated the views of the Education and Manpower Bureau and the 
concern group in the last two chapters. In this chapter, I investigate the views 
of South Asians. Parents and their children outside of the concern group, 
whose children were in Non-Chinese Speaking schools. It may seem that the 
South Asians were represented by the concern group, and so a separate 
investigation of them is not necessary. However, I found in my fieldwork that 
their views were only selectively chosen to support the concern group's 
arguments. As I discussed last chapter, ethnic minority parents in the concern 
group were "trained，，to agree with the concern group. Those who were 
outside of the concern group, however, perceived the new policy somewhat 
differently. I have discussed how the survey done by the concern group was 
flawed in some respects. While the concern group based their arguments on 
the survey, it was clear that their views would not always be the same as the 
ethnic minority parents. There is therefore the need to explore the views of 
the South Asians apart from those in the concern group. 
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The South Asian parents had a distinct understanding of the whole event. 
While the Bureau played the role of initiating the proposed policy change, and 
the concern group played an active oppositional role, the South Asians 
objected in a more subtle way. In their narratives, Non-Chinese Speaking 
schools were almost always more suitable for ethnic minority children 
regardless of the fact that their children in such schools have lesser exposure 
to the Chinese language, which might in turn limit their job prospects and 
hinder them from integrating into mainstream Hong Kong society. It is worth 
finding out why they perceived the education of ethnic minorities in Hong 
Kong in this way. 
Background 
Contrary to the concern group, who argued against the Education and 
Manpower Bureau using the Bureau's logic, usually in terms of legitimate" 
and "empirically grounded" justifications, quoting law and using survey results, 
the South Asians I interviewed were more straightforward in their feelings 
towards the new policy and had less calculation on the level of negotiation 
with the Bureau. The South Asian parents objected to the policy not because 
they rejected the importance of learning Chinese in Hong Kong, but because 
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they felt they were not respected in the policymaking process. They perceived 
the lack of consultation with them before the new policy as a disrespectful act 
of the government. This perception is tied to what they saw as the negative 
attitude towards them held by the mainstream Hong Kong society, as 
experienced in their daily lives, which I explored in Chapter 2 (See also Ku 
2003 and Yang Memorial Methodist Social Service 2002 for discussion of 
everyday discriminatory acts South Asians experience). The preference for 
English as the medium of instruction plays a very crucial role in their 
narratives, as I will discuss later in this chapter. 
My informants were fairly uniform. One of the reasons for this is that all of 
the informants were referred to me through the concern group and therefore 
many of them had similar perspectives of opposition to the new policy. I used 
a snowball method in sampling my informants. Since the concern group is my 
key fieldsite, I made use of the parents meetings held by the concern group, 
where a large number of non-Chinese speaking parents attended, to conduct 
informal interviews. For formal interviews, I relied a lot on the concern group's 
referral for their confidence in me. However, one informant, whose views will 
be examined later in this chapter,丨 met at a women's weekly religious meeting; 
she held a very different perspective from the majority of those I interviewed. 
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Since almost all of my informants were found through the concern group and 
had children studying at Non-Chinese Speaking schools, it is not surprising 
that they disliked sending their children to Chinese Medium Instruction 
schools. However, this uniformity is perhaps not a problem because 
apparently there are only a very small number of South Asians who support 
the Bureau's policy. The Bureau brought up the case of two Pakistani twins, 
who were claimed to have successfully integrated into a mainstream Chinese 
school, as an example in all of the meetings they held. This was the only 
example they ever raised. I believed that most of the South Asian parents 
were unhappy about their children's academic progress at Chinese Medium 
Instruction schools because it was a very prominent argument from my 
informants. Thus even though I have only interviewed South Asian parents 
whose children had experience studying at Chinese Medium Instruction 
schools and who were already studying at Non-Chinese Speaking schools, 
this is not necessarily a serious bias. 
In my nine in-depth interviews with South Asian parents, six were with 
Pakistanis, as earlier noted, while the rest were with either Indians or Sri 
Lankans. Children from all of these families either had attended Chinese 
Medium Instruction schools and been transferred to Non-Chinese Speaking 
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schools or were still attending Chinese Medium Instruction schools and 
sought a seat at Non-Chinese Speaking schools. All of the parents except one 
agreed that they preferred Non-Chinese Speaking schools over Chinese 
Medium Instruction schools. The vast majority of them were skeptical about 
the Bureau's suggestion that the new policy was beneficial to ethnic minorities 
in Hong Kong. 
Besides information from the formal interviews, data in this chapter are 
also taken from informal interviews conducted while I was at the fieldsite 
school. 
English as an International Language 
All my informants considered English to be an international language while 
Cantonese they regarded as a regional language that is unintelligible in other 
parts of the world, even in much of mainland China. This is why acquisition of 
English language skills was highly prioritized by my informants\ Many of 
them claimed, as did my informant Mr. Ahmad, that "an English medium 
education opens up opportunities for my sons to study abroad in the United 
Kingdom or United States in the future if they fail in Hong Kong's education 
1 Weiss also identified that "an English-medium education...is highly valued in Pakistan" 
(1991:437). 
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system". An Indian informant, Mr. Singh, explained, 
English is good and it's international. Chinese is only good for China and Hong 
Kong. I know it's good for jobs too. We live here and find jobs here. Chinese is 
better here in Hong Kong. But going abroad? Chinese is not good. Nobody 
understands Chinese in other places. I think Chinese as an optional subject is 
OK but not all in Chinese. We can't handle it. 
From his account, it can be seen that some South Asians understand the 
importance of the Chinese language in Hong Kong, although not beyond 
Hong Kong. Mr. Mehmood, a Pakistani father of two sons, who has been 
living in Hong Kong for 18 years, said, 
I don't like Chinese much. In other countries, people speak English. But for 
long-term staying in Hong Kong, my sons should learn Chinese. At English 
school, children speak English and they know Cantonese and Chinese as well. 
But at Chinese school, children don't speak English well. So it's better for my 
sons to study at an English school. 
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Mr. Tariq-Aziz, a Pakistani father of three sons, who has been living in Hong 
Kong for 14 years, believes that a better command in English would even 
allow them to raise their social status. 
Chinese schools are of no use. [A better command of] English allows us to climb 
up [the social ladder] and allows us to go to other countries in the future. So it is 
more important. In Hong Kong, wealthy fathers would also let their sons study 
abroad. In other countries, even in Pakistan, English is more useful. Chinese is 
useless. The Chinese don't know much English. It's better for them to study in 
Chinese [but not us]. 
The parents did not agree that the Chinese language should become 
compulsory as the new policy entailed, but most of them recognized the 
importance of a good command of Chinese language skills if they were to 
stay in Hong Kong. Even when parents whom I met asked, "why is Chinese 
good for our children?", they understood that it is essential to acquire oral 
skills in Cantonese. However, they prioritized the English language over the 
Chinese language. 
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In fact, all of the families planned to stay in Hong Kong except for two 
informants, who already had plans to leave in the near future. Despite the fact 
that they planned on a long-term stay in Hong Kong and that studying at 
Chinese Medium Instruction schools might equip their children with better 
Chinese language skills, the vast majority still preferred Non-Chinese 
Speaking schools because they valued English far more than Chinese. 
However, they perhaps underestimated the importance of acquiring Chinese 
skills in order to live in Hong Kong. The point of disagreement was over what 
way and to what extent South Asian children should learn the Chinese 
language. 
Is Chinese Reading and Writing Skill Irrelevant? 
One of the reasons given by South Asian parents for placing Chinese Medium 
Instruction schools into a lower rank in their evaluation is that they believed 
that a good command of oral Cantonese would already enable them to handle 
daily communication. They felt that they did not need reading and writing skill 
in Chinese to survive in Hong Kong. 
In fact, South Asian, especially Pakistani parents and children that I had 
contact with during my fieldwork, spoke Cantonese so fluently that it was the 
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chief lingua franca we used, although we were very often code-switching from 
English to Cantonese. It is worth noting that all except two formal interviews 
were conducted in Cantonese. Clearly, their Cantonese standard is enough 
for them to handle day-to-day conversation. As was mentioned previously, the 
grammar and usage of Cantonese is different from that of written Chinese 
although the latter can be read in Cantonese. Therefore, to my informants, 
the skill in written Chinese seemed irrelevant and so difficult that it seemed to 
them beyond their ability to achieve. Mr. Singh told me, 
The new policy is not good. Students can't understand Chinese. We [parents] 
can't read or write Chinese. It is not necessary for all subjects to be in Chinese. 
The children only need to know how to speak Cantonese. They don't need to 
know too much Chinese. 
A common saying of the parents is that "even the Chinese themselves could 
not study Chinese well. How could we possibly do that?" They were implying 
that Chinese was too difficult for foreigners to learn. This is surely not true and 
is merely an excuse for not learning Chinese but it is still understandable that 
they made this excuse, since their children did not have enough support in 
terms of learning Chinese; they did not even have a tailor-made syllabus for 
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learning Chinese as a second language (or sometimes even a third or a 
fourth). In the fieldsite, I have many times seen teachers holding remedial 
classes after school to help South Asian children who did not do well in the 
Chinese class. 
As I have discussed in Chapter 2，most of the South Asian parents 
believed that even with good Chinese language skills, their children would not 
be able to climb up the social ladder because of racial discrimination in the job 
search process, and other aspects of Hong Kong society. There was a case 
of a Pakistani male who passed an interview on phone in Cantonese but he 
was rejected at a face-to-face interview because of his race (see interviews in 
Ku et. al. 2003 and Yang Memorial Methodist Social Service 2002; a 
Pakistani informant told me a similar experience of his friend). There are 
countless examples from my informants that point to racial discrimination 
rather than the lack of language skills as the major reason why jobs are hard 
to find. Mr. Ahmad, for example, was born in Hong Kong and his family has 
lived in Hong Kong for generations. His Chinese level is typical among 
Pakistanis in that his oral Cantonese is close to native although he does not 
read or write many Chinese characters. He once told me that a Hong Kong 
employer had turned down his application because they thought Islamic 
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South Asians were all terrorists. There was another Pakistani informant, Mr. 
Mohammad, who did not speak any Cantonese. He had tried to apply for jobs 
that required mainly English. However, he said that when Hong Kong 
employers specified that they wanted English speakers, they hired Americans 
and Europeans. They were not prepared to hire any South Asians whose 
English might be equally good. 
Ability to Support Their Children's Study 
English was not only an international language that would allow the 
informants' children to manage daily communication in other parts of the 
world; it was also a medium that was understood by the parents so that they 
could help their children's study. Being able to support their children's study at 
school was a major concern for the South Asian parents. The parents often 
felt helpless when their children were studying at a Chinese Medium 
Instruction school. 
Although most of these parents spoke almost native Cantonese, they 
usually did not read or write any Chinese. The inability to read and write 
Chinese prevented them from being informed of their children's performance 
at school, let alone assisting their children with homework. These South Asian 
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parents were particularly aware of this problem, since many of their children 
had studied or were still studying at a Chinese Medium Instruction school. 
They wanted their children to study in Non-Chinese Speaking schools instead, 
so that they could supervise their children's schoolwork more closely. Mr. 
Ahmad, a Pakistani father of two sons who has lived in Hong Kong for 15 
years, said, 
It's more important to learn better English. I don't know any Chinese. My son's 
homework is in Chinese. I can't help. The school notices are also in Chinese. I 
don't know how to fill out the notices. I don't understand. It's so frustrating...My 
sons only need to speak Cantonese. That's enough. Reading and writing are not 
important. But English, I want him to know all...No matter what, I won't let [my 
sons] study in a Chinese school again. 
He seemed to acknowledge the importance of Chinese but sending his sons 
to Chinese Medium Instruction schools did not appeal to him. He valued 
English much more than Chinese, and he refused to admit the fact that his 
sons might be better off by acquiring some Chinese language skills. 
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All of my informants said that Chinese Medium Instruction schools did not 
usually arrange special measures for their children at school. This was the 
situation of Monazali, a Pakistani boy who used to study at a Chinese Medium 
Instruction school. His father, Mr. Tariq-Aziz, told me, 
When my son was studying at a Chinese school, there were seven Pakistani 
children in the Primary One class. They were all sons of my friends....They 
understood absolutely nothing. Notices were all in Chinese. Teachers did not 
communicate with us. They expected us to read for ourselves. My eldest son 
only fought with other children at school. He did not know what to bring to class 
because he did not understand what the teachers told him to do. There was no 
special tutorial class for my son. Now he is studying at an English school 
[Non-Chinese Speaking school]. There are special classes [for the Chinese 
subject] arranged for him. He understands everything now. 
The situation of Mr. Ahmed is typical among my informants, in that they said 
their children did not receive any extra attention at Chinese Medium 
Instruction schools, so were left adrift, without comprehending what was 
going on. 
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Another Indian girl that I had contact with at the fieldsite also used to 
study at a Chinese Medium Instruction school. Since she was the only ethnic 
minority student in the school, school resources for her were insufficient. 
They [the teachers] tried to help. But all they did was to assign a Chinese 
classmate to sit next to me and teach me in Chinese. I cried every day. I asked 
my classmates about homework. They couldn't help much. Sometimes they 
simply let me copy [homework] from them. Teachers wanted to help but couldn't 
do much either. 
Her father was frustrated at the situation, and so he transferred his daughter 
to a Non-Chinese Speaking school after three years of study at the Chinese 
Medium Instruction school. 
Mr. Ishtaio's sons shared similar experiences at a Chinese Medium 
Instruction school where they were the only ethnic minority students. Mr. 
Ishtaio said, 
They [his sons] did not understand many Chinese characters although they 
studied in Chinese. I told the teachers on parents' day about my sons' language 
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problems. They only advised my children to read more books in Chinese! It's 
useless! I think they should hire a special teacher to teach my sons. They should 
teach my sons all of the subjects because they're all in Chinese...All school 
notices were in Chinese. I don't read any Chinese so I just signed them. I don't 
know what they're about. One day, I got a call from a teacher. She asked me why 
I signed the notice of the parents' meeting but I didn't turn up. 
From his account, we can see that teachers at Chinese Medium Instruction 
schools could not help as much as the Education and Manpower Bureau had 
indicated they could after the new policy was implemented. This also partly 
explains why the South Asian parents were so doubtful about their children's 
education at Chinese Medium Instruction schools. 
Some informants said that if school materials were in English, they could 
seek help from their friends, who are usually South Asians and do not 
understand written Chinese, even when they encountered problems in their 
children's school work. As Mr. Tariq-Aziz said: 
We Pakistanis can't help with [the] Chinese [language]. If the mother is a 
Chinese, she knows Chinese and can teach her children. But we Pakistanis don't 
read Chinese. Like my eldest son, he has studied at a Chinese school [Chinese 
1 4 7 
Medium Instruction school] for three years. He still didn't understand his 
teachers' words. If letters [school notices] are written in English, our friends can 
help when we don't understand. But if they're in Chinese, no one can help. 
Along with the discussion of obstacles in Chinese learning, some of the 
informants suggested that learning in Putonghua, as the national language of 
China, would be more practical for ethnic minorities in Hong Kong as there is 
a standard form of romanization of the language which allows them to grasp 
the pronunciation more easily compared to Cantonese. In addition, since 
Hong Kong is now a Special Administration Region of China, being 
well-versed in Putonghua, according to the South Asian parents, would be 
more advantageous for their children in searching for employment. 
Finally, however, all felt that English as the medium of instruction was the 
best available choice for their children, since they encountered enormous 
difficulties in sending children to Chinese Medium Instruction schools. 
Nonetheless, this preference does not imply that they had no interest in 
teaching their children the Chinese language. They understood that in order 
to improve their lives in Hong Kong their children should acquire as much 
Chinese language skill as possible. This was also the reason why some 
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parents sent their children to Chinese Medium Instruction schools initially. 
However, when they took the lack of support in these schools into 
consideration, Non-Chinese Speaking schools became the best option for 
their children, they felt. 
Racial Discrimination 
Racial discrimination at Chinese Medium Instruction schools was another 
concern among my informants. The great majority of students in Chinese 
Medium Instruction schools are local ethnic Chinese students, and ethnic 
minority students were very often stigmatized by fellow students. Some of my 
informants mentioned that when their children were the only ethnic minority 
student among the whole population of the school, the schools were usually 
not culturally sensitive enough to prevent discriminatory acts against their 
children. Some of the schools, according to my informants, even participated 
in discriminatory acts, whether intentional or not. 
Mr. Ishtaio told me that his son was beaten by other students and was 
often the subject of racially derogatory remarks: 
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[My son] was so unhappy at the school because he was discriminated against by 
other kids. And very often he did not understand what they were saying....He had 
lost his books three times. I bought a new one for him and he lost it again. Every 
time I checked to make sure it was still there but it was still lost. One day, there 
was a hole in my son's school pants. I asked him why it was so. He didn't tell me. 
I think it's his classmates who cut his pants with scissors. I told the teachers 
about this. The teachers did talk to the naughty classmates' parents. But I still 
had to buy him a new pair of pants. 
A Pakistani informant, Mr. Khan, an employee at a community center for 
South Asians, told me of a similar incident: 
I had a client who studied at a CM I [Chinese Medium Instruction] school. He told 
me no kids wanted to play with him. They said he was smelly and told him to stay 
away from them. 
Even teachers at Chinese Medium Instruction schools were not always 
culturally sensitive towards South Asians' lifestyles. He told me of another 
case: 
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A South Asian girl was having her lunch at school during lunch time. She brought 
her own lunch and her lunch was a chapatti [a small flat thin bread usually 
accompanied with some kind of dip and is eaten with hands]. While she was 
eating it, her teacher walked by and asked in a not very nice way why she was 
eating this. After the girl told her what it was, she told the girl it was not hygienic 
to eat with her hands and told her to never do it again. 
The parents not only found that teachers at Chinese Medium Instruction 
schools were not culturally sensitive enough. They also mentioned that their 
teaching staff could be remarkably discriminatory and very often rejected their 
applications by bluntly saying that ah cha 阿差（a derogatory term for South 
Asians) did not deserve their schools. 
Sometimes these discriminatory acts were seen not only as incidents of 
local context but as linked to global issues as well. I heard more than once 
that the discrimination South Asians faced was connected to the global 
phenomenon of phobia against Muslims after the 9/11 Incident. Mr. 
Tauqir-Ahmad, a Pakistani parent of three children, told me, "After 9/11，it's 
getting hard to get a job in Hong Kong because we're viewed as potential 
terrorists by foreign companies. In the past, many of these companies used to 
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employ a large number of ethnic minorities for our better standard of English." 
The same applied to education of South Asians in Hong Kong. From my 
informants' experience, some South Asian children were rejected by the 
schools they applied t o , for they were seen as potential troublemakers who 
would destroy class discipline and increase the workload of the teachers. 
Despite the fact that so many South Asian parents condemned the new 
policy, the Education and Manpower Bureau seemed uninterested in listening 
to their views. My informants felt that their opinions were not respected in the 
policymaking process. They took the new policy to be disrespectful and 
discriminatory. They therefore became very cynical towards the new policy. 
Many of them even speculated that the new policy was an instrument to 
eventually force them out of Hong Kong. 
The negative feelings they expressed reflect the unhealthy relationship 
between the mainstream ethnic Chinese and the South Asians. The new 
policy was worrying because no specific measures were entailed to eliminate 
the discrimination the ethnic minorities would face in Chinese Medium 
Instruction schools. Although the Bureau revealed that 90% of the ethnic 
minority children will still be assigned to Non-Chinese Speaking schools, the 
2 Officially, schools do not have the right to reject incoming students for their ethnicity 
although this sometimes happens, according to the parents I spoke with. 
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new policy would only deepen the social and cultural gap between the ethnic 
minorities and the mainstream society, the South Asian parents I interviewed 
felt. 
Cultural Assimilation 
Related to the accusation that the new policy is a form of racial discrimination 
is the complaint that it is a kind of cultural assimilation. Some South Asian 
parents that I interviewed told me that the new policy was meant to assimilate 
their children culturally. They were very concerned that their children might 
lose their culture once they received their education in Chinese Medium 
Instruction schools. 
Mr. Ahmad objected strongly to the new policy and maintained that he 
would never allow his sons to study in Chinese. I had an interview with him 
after his evening prayers at a little mosque in a Tuen Mun public estate and 
he told me, 
I won't allow my sons to go to Chinese [Medium Instruction] schools no matter 
what. If my sons learn in Chinese, they'll talk in Chinese, make friends with 
Chinese, and eat Chinese food. I can't accept that. I have a relative, whose son 
was in Chinese school. He only makes friends with Chinese now and he never 
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worships! He never listens to his father now. I want my sons to keep our culture. 
I'm afraid they'll become bad [hok waai\ and lose their religion and food. I think if 
my sons go to a Chinese school, they'll make Chinese friends who will make my 
sons bad. 
Mr. Tauqir-Ahmad also interpreted the new policy in terms of cultural 
assimilation: "The policy change helps integration? No! It only makes us 
forget our own culture!" 
Despite these views, these two parents were indeed motivated to 
integrate their children into mainstream Hong Kong society. Mr. Tauqir-Ahmad, 
for example, had sent his two elder daughters to study in Chinese^ but he 
insisted on that the new policy "only assimilates but not integrates" ethnic 
minorities into the mainstream society. He, as a local born Pakistani who 
speaks native Cantonese but is unable to read and write much Chinese, 
understood the importance of Chinese language skills for ethnic minorities to 
survive in Hong Kong society. He trained his children to speak Cantonese at 
home and read many Chinese books. Regardless of the fact that he made 
3 His eldest daughter used to study in the Chinese stream of a Non-Chinese Speaking 
primary school and is now studying at a Chinese Medium Instruction secondary school. His 
second daughter is also studying in the Chinese stream of the Non-Chinese Speaking 
primary school and preparing to be promoted to a Chinese Medium Instruction secondary 
school in the coming academic year 
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tremendous effort to equip his children to function in a Chinese-language 
society, he said he would not send his youngest son to study in Chinese, 
because both of his daughters faced too many obstacles, both cultural and 
academic, in studying in Chinese. Mr. Tauqir-Ahmad's choice of school for his 
son shows a genuine distrust of the Chinese education system for ethnic 
minorities in Hong Kong. 
Parents who Supported the New Policy 
Of all of the parents that I came across, there was only one South Asian 
mother who supported the new policy. This was in spite of the fact that her 
daughters had also faced racial discrimination and academic difficulties when 
they were studying in a Chinese Medium Instruction school. 
I met this mother at a Muslim women's group. She was called Farzana 
and was the mother of two daughters. She said her daughters used to study 
in a Chinese Medium Instruction school and there were only a handful of 
ethnic minority students in that school. She said discrimination towards her 
daughters was serious: 
1 5 5 
Once my daughter joined the class Christmas party and every student should 
prepare some food for it. So I made a big plate of food. But my daughter told me 
nobody ever touched the food I had prepared. At the party, everybody exchanged 
presents and again each student prepared a gift. My daughter also brought a 
present with her but nobody wanted to exchange their gifts with her. 
Upon finding out about this discrimination, Ferzana sought help from the 
teacher, who did not respond to her complaint. Finally, she decided to send 
her daughter to a Non-Chinese Speaking school: 
My children went to [Chinese Medium Instruction] school but they were so 
unhappy everyday. I talked many times with their teachers [about the 
discriminatory acts of the students towards my daughters] but they did not help. 
They just said, "Chinese students are like this. There's nothing we can do about 
it." So the only thing I could do is to quit my job and devote all my time to teach 
my daughters their homework*. Even with this, my daughters were still struggling 
at school. So when my elder daughter got to choose her secondary school, I 
chose Delia Kwun Tong [a Non-Chinese Speaking secondary school that 
4 She knows some written Chinese and was very eager to show her Chinese handwriting at 
the meeting. I cannot judge how much she knows because she only wrote her Chinese name 
(translated from her Pakistani name). She might have been able to help with her daughter's 
homework to an extent when her daughter was in lower grade, but less able to do so later on. 
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traditionally admits a large number of South Asians]. But I still think that studying 
Chinese was good for my children. We're living in a Chinese society and of 
course it's better for us to learn Chinese. 
it is interesting that Ferzana despite all this, still believed that it was 
better for her children to study in Chinese. At the Muslim women's group, she 
had arguments with another Pakistani woman, Dolly, who held the opposite 
view, as she herself had a bad experience studying at a mainstream Chinese 
school when she was small. Dolly later told me in an interview session that 
Ferzana held her opinion because she herself was not educated at a 
mainstream Chinese school and she did not understand how hard it was for a 
South Asian to study with the mainstream children. I believe she felt that it 
was important for South Asians to obtain the Chinese language skills needed 
for their survival in this Chinese-speaking society. This is supported by the 
fact that Ferzana herself speaks very native Cantonese and she 
demonstrated to me that she reads and writes a bit of Chinese. Nevertheless, 
Ferzana's claim is in some sense ambiguous. She said she believed it was 
better for South Asians to learn Chinese in the way her daughters did, but she 
finally decided to send her daughters to a Non-Chinese Speaking school. 
1 5 7 
Concluding Remarks 
I have presented the views of the South Asian parents in this chapter. The 
main argument of the South Asians is that they preferred English to be the 
medium of instruction because it was an international language, and it also 
enabled the parents to help in their children's schoolwork. The preference of 
English, however, does not mean that they did not see the importance of 
acquiring Chinese language skills. They believed that Chinese language skills 
were essential for their stay in Hong Kong but felt that the oral skill of 
Cantonese was more significant than reading and writing in Chinese, which 
was sometimes considered irrelevant for their lives. Apart from the language 
issue, racial discrimination and cultural assimilation were the other concerns 
of the South Asian parents. They feared that their children would not only not 
understand the class in Chinese but also would face serious discrimination 
problems. Many cases showed them that teachers in schools were not able to 
solve discrimination problems completely. Some South Asian parents did not 
want their children to attend Chinese Medium Instruction schools, for they 
feared that they would forget their own culture. All these concerns made most 
South Asian parents insist on sending their children to Non-Chinese Speaking 
schools. 
1 5 8 
There are several viewpoints of the South Asians that can be compared 
to those of the concern group. It can be seen that South Asians emphasized 
issues that are quite different from the concern group. The argument 
concerning equal opportunity is a typical example. The concern group argued 
against the new policy by stressing claims in a way that was acceptable to the 
Education and Manpower Bureau. The principle of equal opportunity is an 
example that the Education and Manpower Bureau would be willing to 
compromise if they were accused of that way. However, the justifications 
given by the South Asians did not always align with the logic of the Bureau. 
They did not have much calculation and organization as to how to halt the 
implementation of the new policy, something the concern group was very 
careful about. The South Asians' views are more inclined to personal 
experiences and comments without political considerations while the concern 
group's views tended to be analytically stronger as it attempted to argue 
against the decision of the Education and Manpower Bureau logically, and 
also to win the trust of the general public. 
The concern group and the South Asians were in a partnership 
relationship. The concern group had researched the South Asians' views by 
doing case studies and giving a quantitative survey. These were the evidence 
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they had against the Education and Manpower Bureau. The South Asians 
utilized the motivating and organizational power of the concern group to 
negotiate with the Bureau. Without the push of the concern group, the South 
Asians would not have been as vocal as they were against the Bureau, and 
might have to accept the change right away, albeit with grumbling. 
Although the South Asians strongly opposed to the new policy, and some 
of them even doubted whether their children should learn Cantonese/Chinese 
at all, the question of whether Cantonese/Chinese, the dominant language in 
Hong Kong, should be learned by these children, remains. Many of the South 
Asians seem to have lost sight of this problem. After all, learning Chinese has 
never been an easy task and surely the new policy has room for improvement. 
However, the objecting South Asian parents perceived Chinese learning to be 
supplementary to English learning. They did not realize that Chinese 
language skills is key for merging comfortably and effectively in the 
mainstream society of Hong Kong. They were reluctant to learn written 
Chinese. They used excuses such as "Chinese is too difficult for foreigners 
like us" but, on the other hand, valued English as the international language. 
Although they faced many problems in Chinese learning, I rarely heard in the 
fieldsite that they sought Chinese skills. If they were actively ready to acquire 
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Chinese language skills, their opposition would not have been as strong, and 
indeed, their integration in Hong Kong someday might have been more 
secure. 
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Chapter 7 
Views of Other Parties 
Introduction 
The three parties: the Education and Manpower Bureau, the concern group, 
and the South Asians, were the chief participants in the debate over the new 
policy. Less active groups included Non-Chinese Speaking schools, scholars 
professionally concerned with ethnic minority education issues, mass media, 
and Unison Hong Kong; these groups also had their own perspectives. 
Although they were less vocal in the controversy, some of their views are 
worth exploring and also shed light on how the medium of instruction is 
understood from various additional angles. 
Non-Chinese Speaking Schools 
The concern group and South Asians were not the only parties that adopted a 
critical perspective. Some Non-Chinese Speaking schools were very 
concerned about the potential adverse effects of the new policy as well. 
In a meeting held by the concern group with a Non-Chinese Speaking 
school principal, the principal brought up the fact that he was very worried that 
Chinese Medium Instruction schools would not be able to cater for the needs 
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of ethnic minority children without proper staff training and previous 
experience. The principal said that it was his suspicion that the new policy 
was the first step towards closing Non-Chinese Speaking schools to meet the 
tightening fiscal budget of Hong Kong. As I mentioned in Chapter 5，there was 
another principal of a Non-Chinese Speaking school who had been 
interviewed by a newspaper (Oriental Daily 2004) who also expressed 
suspicion that the Bureau aimed to cut the fiscal budget by allocating 
non-Chinese speaking children to Chinese Medium Instruction schools. 
Whether this view was accurate or not was pure speculation on the part 
of the affected Non-Chinese Speaking schools, but the view reflects the 
anxiety of these schools. It is understandable that the survival of the schools 
might be adversely affected by the new policy. It is thus not surprising that 
they objected to the new policy. If the non-Chinese speaking students could 
be allocated to the Chinese Medium Instruction schools, Non-Chinese 
Speaking schools would not have any justification to be continued. 
However, not all Non-Chinese Speaking schools objected to the idea of 
placing Non-Chinese Speaking students into Chinese Medium Instruction 
schools. The group of objecting Non-Chinese Speaking schools was only one 
type. These schools receive partial subsidies from the government. There 
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was another type of Non-Chinese Speaking schools that took other actions in 
dealing with the new policy. They are the schools that are subsidized totally 
by the government's funds. There were rumors^ that a number of 
Non-Chinese Speaking schools supported the new policy and were 
cooperating with the Education and Manpower Bureau by refusing admission 
to many incoming ethnic minority children; these were the schools that 
survived totally through government funding. The central concern of these 
two categories of schools was their own survival in the period of change, 
whether they supported the new policy or not. 
Principals and Teaching Staff 
Apart from worrying about their schools' survival, many principals and 
teaching staff of Non-Chinese Speaking schools were also worried that the 
change was premature and ethnic minority children would not receive 
education that was up to standard in mainstream schools. Even teachers and 
principals at some mainstream schools were uneasy about the new policy 
and worried that the workload for teaching staff would greatly increase if 
ethnic minorities were allocated to their schools. 
1 These are unconfirmed rumors but they were reasonable speculations. They also show how 
clearly the camps of opinion were divided. 
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Lu and Huang (2004), for example, reported that mainstream schools 
were apprehensive about the new policy of admitting ethnic minority students 
because of a shortage of resources. C.N. E. C. Ta Tung School had admitted 
twelve Non-Chinese Speaking students in the academic year of 2003-2004 
and in 2004-2005 they also admitted another seven. In addition, this school 
had been exceptionally receiving direct assistance by specialists from the 
Bureau to help teachers develop appropriate Chinese syllabi for the 
Non-Chinese Speaking students in the school. In a meeting of the Bureau that 
I attended together with other social organizations, the Bureau was very 
proud of the outcome of the school's effort and presented the results of the 
students as a model for other schools to follow. Yet, the school principal 
claimed they had immense problems in educating ethnic minority children in 
the news report cited above. According to the articles, the principal of C.N.E.G. 
Ta Tung School, Mr Tang Shue-nam, expressed that "due to the language 
barrier, the learning problems of ethnic minority children are harder to handle 
than those of the new immigrants from Mainland China as well as children 
with emotional problems，，(ibid.). Mr Tang was also quoted in the news, as 
admitting that, "the truth is that we don't have enough resources to help these 
kinds of [Non-Chinese Speaking] students, very much!" Despite the amount of 
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effort put in by the government and the school, the principal nonetheless 
stated that they still faced immense difficulties in teaching the students. It can 
only be imagined how harsh it is for other Non-Chinese Speaking schools to 
deal with these new students with much less resources given to them by the 
government. Other Chinese Medium Instruction schools might encounter 
even more troubles in educating the tiny population of non-Chinese speaking 
students in school. 
It seems, therefore, that although the Bureau and some other supporters 
claimed that this policy was for the long-term benefit of the ethnic minority 
children in Hong Kong, this was not supported by a number of professional 
educators. However, this opposition was not as apparent as that of the 
concern group and the South Asian parents in the mass media. Within the 
year when the new policy was implemented, mass media reported quite a 
number of cases of South Asians attending Chinese Medium Instruction 
schools with negative academic outcomes. The opinions of the professional 
educators, on the contrary, was seemingly not as forceful to the Education 
and Manpower Bureau as the South Asian parents' opinions were. 
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The Mass Media 
The mass media also participated in the protest against the new policy in a 
passive position; but without them acting as a propaganda instrument, the 
Education and Manpower Bureau would not have taken the opponents of the 
new policy so seriously. A number of articles in mass media expressed 
sympathy over the immense difficulties faced by South Asian children in 
studying in Chinese in Hong Kong. It is not surprising for the mass media to 
be in opposition against the government. This tendency towards opposition of 
the mass media is common in Hong Kong since 1997. 
An article in Singtao Daily (2004) interviewed Unison Hong Kong, which 
had done research collaboratively with the University of Hong Kong (Loper 
2004), on the education of South Asian in Hong Kong. Unison Hong Kong had 
also been the original group consulted by the Education and Manpower 
Bureau. The article stated that the education system of Hong Kong has not 
provided enough support for South Asians. Fermi Wong of Unison Hong Kong 
was quoted in the article as suggesting that the government should design a 
suitable Chinese syllabus and provide additional human resources to support 
South Asian students. 
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An article in Takungpao (2005) titled "Ethnic Minority Students -
Spending Twice as Much Time on Learning Chinese"(少數族裔生-學中文 
多花一倍時F曰 reported views of different people on the education of ethnic 
minority children after the policy change. The article was devoted primarily to 
discussing difficulties faced by ethnic minorities in studying Chinese, but it 
also quotes the Education and Manpower Bureau saying that ethnic 
integration and language learning could not be achieved overnight (y^tjTuyat 
jihk 一朝一夕)，Takungpao\n this article seems inclined to oppose the new 
policy. 
Some newspaper columns not only report on the new policy but also 
make subjective comments. Yip ( 2004) in Singtao Daily spoke of the new 
policy as "a tragedy for integrated education"(融合教育的悲慮丨J) because he 
feared that children of different ethnicities would be placed in the same school 
without appropriate support and resources. In his opinion, "an authentic 
integrated education is expensive"(真正的融合教育是昂貴的)• One of the 
suggestions he gave to the Education and Manpower Bureau is to provide 
South Asian students with classes in their mother tongues. 
These are news articles and columns that are skeptical about the new 
education policy. Others, however, found the policy to be a reasonable move 
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towards a multicultural society. Yuan (2004), for example, was surprised that 
local-born non-Chinese speaking children getting into mainstream schools 
could become news. She believed that these children should have received 
the same educational opportunities as local Chinese children. According to 
her, with the new policy they could finally get into mainstream schools, which 
they should be excited over. She also pointed out that the new policy reflected 
just how discriminatory Hong Kong society has been. She wrote that the 
mainstream schools opened doors for ethnic minority students only at this 
time of excessive school places (學額過剩）and insufficient incoming students 
(收生不足）and this is already very late. She welcomed the new policy as a 
further step towards a multicultural society. 
The press in Hong Kong has been largely sympathetic to ethnic 
minorities on this issue, as have other mass media such as television and 
radio. Radio Television Hong Kong (RTHK), as the sole public broadcaster in 
Hong Kong, has always been interested in ethnic minority issues. They have 
made a number of documentaries exploring especially the issue of identities 
and of discrimination against South Asians in Hong Kong (see Hong Kong 
Connection, Radio Television Hong Kong 2005/2/7; Lives Near and Far, 
Radio Television Hong Kong 2005/1/22). These programs show sympathy to 
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the lives of South Asians but differ in their views as to how much South Asians 
should be encouraged to or made to learn Chinese. Lives Near and Far, for 
example, features a local-born Pakistani, Mr Abbasi, and his sense of being a 
Hongkonger. In the program, Mr Abbasi said that Chinese is an essential skill 
for anyone living in Hong Kong after 1997. He, as a teacher at a Non-Chinese 
Speaking school, was learning Putonghua so that eventually he could gain an 
education diploma in Putonghua teaching. He also suggested that another set 
of standards, apart from the one for local Chinese students, should be used to 
measure ethnic minorities' Chinese skills since they could never reach the 
standard of the local Chinese. 
Education of ethnic minorities also became a topic of discussion on Hong 
Kong Backchat (2004/5/6), which I explored quite extensively in Chapter 4. In 
the program, the new policy was discussed among the concern group, Unison 
Hong Kong, and the Education and Manpower Bureau. The presenters did 
not incline their views to any of the three sides but the discussion itself clearly 
expressed the interest of the radio station on the issue. 
Some programs on commercial radio stations, such as Hong Kong 
Commercial Radio, were also interested in the ethnic minority educational 
issue. A popular morning radio show, Fung Bo Leuih DTk Chah 8仏•（風波裡白勺 
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茶杯）(Hong Kong Commercial Radio 2004) explored the new policy by 
inviting Fermi Wong, the previous chairperson of Unison Hong Kong, to the 
program. On the program, Wong talked about problems that ethnic minority 
students face in learning in Chinese. The presenters of the program 
expressed strong dissent towards the new education policy for ethnic 
minorities. One of the presenters, Leung Man-dou 梁文道，not only criticized 
the new policy as one that did the opposite of what it meant to do (housam 
jouh waaihsih 好心做壞事）but also suspected that the Education and 
Manpower Bureau changed the policy merely because they were afraid of 
violating the new anti-racial discrimination law. As we saw in Chapter 1, Hong 
Kong has no law against racial discrimination yet. At the time of writing this 
thesis, the Bill is still under revision in its final stage of drafting. Leung, as well 
as the other presenters, doubted the Bureau's intentions in introducing the 
new policy to the ethnic minority communities. 
The mass media have been quite aware of the educational difficulties 
encountered by ethnic minorities in Hong Kong. Since the implementation of 
the new policy, they have been particularly interested in reporting the situation 
of ethnic minority students at mainstream schools. From the mass media, it is 
not obvious how the general public may feel about the new policy and no 
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general opinion surveys on the issue have ever been done. It is, however, 
clear that most of the mass media reports are sympathetic towards the ethnic 
minorities, and more or less opposed to the new policy. 
University Experts on Education Policy 
University experts in education have had their own opinion on the new policy, 
although they were not so active in expressing their views. Their views were 
distinct from the more popular opinions expressed in mass media because of 
their particular academic and theoretical background as education specialists. 
Specialists teaching in universities that I interviewed believed that the 
recent move of the Education and Manpower Bureau was understandable 
when compared to other places in the world. Through the concern group, I 
was introduced to two local Hong Kong scholars, Dr. Yuan-fan Lornita Wong 
and Dr. Cheung-shing Leung^, who were interested in language education in 
Hong Kong. I interviewed them in order to understand their views on the new 
policy. 
2 Dr. Yuan-fan Lornita Wong is an assistant professor in the Department of Chinese and 
Bilingual Studies at The Hong Kong Polytechnic University while Dr. Cheung-shing Leung is 
an assistant professor in the Faculty of Education at The University of Hong Kong. 
1 7 2 
Both of them agreed that integration is key for the ethnic minority children. 
By integration, Dr Leung emphasized the adaptation of the South Asian 
parents into "Hong Kong culture" in view of the conceptional difference in 
terms of "punctuality and sincerity in education"^. Dr Wong however believed 
that multicultural understanding is essential in integrating these children into 
mainstream Hong Kong society. She said, "the policy should not just mix them 
together [the Non-Chinese Speaking and the ethnic Chinese students] but 
should teach them to understand each other's culture". She was thus more 
concerned with the quality of the outcome brought about by the new policy. 
In both their opinions, the new policy is reasonable, in that the 
sovereignty of Hong Kong had been handed over to China, and Chinese 
language should therefore be stressed in education. They found that it was a 
natural move for the government to teach ethnic minorities in Chinese since 
Hong Kong is now a part of China. 
3 By "sincerity in education", he meant his sense that ethnic minority parents, particularly 
South Asian ones, did not place education to the highest priority of their children. He had such 
a perception because he believed that South Asian parents in Hong Kong generally were not 
as concerned about their children's education as ethnic Chinese. He also found that South 
Asian children were often late for school or any school activities. He explained this 
phenomenon in terms of South Asians' cultural perception of time. 
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Unison Hong Kong 
Aside from the concern group, Unison Hong Kong is another social 
organization that participated actively in consultation concerning the policy 
change. Moreover, it was the key actor in the decision-making process — the 
Education and Manpower Bureau had consulted it alone before the 
implementation of the new policy. It generally supported the new policy 
although this support eroded, and the group eventually changed its position 
when the oppositions from South Asian parents became more intense. 
Whether the government consulted them because of their initial supportive 
attitude, however, was not clear. Since Unison Hong Kong has always 
remained in close contact with the government, it is reasonable for the 
government to seek its opinion on the issue of ethnic minority education. 
Fermi Wong, the chairperson of the organization, had repeatedly 
stressed on different occasions that ethnic minority children should be 
integrated into the mainstream as quickly as possible. She compared the 
situation of physically disabled people with that of ethnic minorities at present. 
In her opinion, when both groups of people are placed into special schools, 
they suffer from "a delayed integration". She said the government should let 
"local students have access to ethnic minorities at schools as early as 
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possible", and vice versa, so that they could integrate successfully. 
Dia, a member of a program called SKY at Unison Hong Kong, was a 
Nepalese student at the University of Hong Kong. At a seminar organized by 
the Human Rights Monitor, she shared her experience, in Cantonese, as an 
ethnic minority member in Hong Kong. She was locally born and educated. 
She found that language is the major barrier for her to integrate, although she 
spoke very fluent Cantonese. She recollected her Chinese learning in a 
Non-Chinese Speaking school and said she always got high marks in 
Chinese dictation but she "did not understand what she was actually writing 
about". She realized from her niece, who was also a primary school student at 
a Non-Chinese Speaking school, that "the situation for ethnic minorities 
nowadays was still the same as it was when I was a student". Her niece also 
memorized how to write the Chinese characters without understanding them. 
She believed that the new policy would help ethnic minorities integrate into 
the society by equipping them with the language skills needed. 
Unison Hong Kong argued that integration would be enhanced by 
eradicating the language barrier by providing appropriate education for ethnic 
minorities. With these claims, Unison Hong Kong clearly supported the policy. 
However, after the policy was strongly opposed by the South Asian parents, 
1 7 5 
Fermi Wong, the chairperson of Unison Hong Kong, decided to resign, and 
the organization changed its political position to object to the policy.* Unison 
Hong Kong, now chaired by another social worker, has turned to fight for the 
South Asian parents to make improvements in the new policy. 
Concluding Remarks 
Apart from the oppositional views of the concern group and the South Asians, 
other parties such as the Non-Chinese Speaking schools, teaching staff from 
both Chinese Medium Instruction schools and Non-Chinese Speaking 
schools, the mass media, university experts concentrating on educational 
issues of ethnic minorities, and Unison Hong Kong contributed to the 
discussion. Their motivations and positions were diverse, as we have seen. 
Some Non-Chinese Speaking schools objected to the new policy 
because of the fear of being out-performed by the Chinese Medium 
Instruction schools. If the Education and Manpower Bureau could prove that 
South Asian children could go to Chinese Medium Instruction schools, 
Non-Chinese Speaking schools would have no room left for them in Hong 
41 did a brief interview with Fermi Wong in the first few days when I entered the fieldsite. At 
that time, I did not realize that she was a key person in the policymaking process. Later, the 
relationship between her and my key informant, Ms. Ma, became worse. Together with the 
fact that I was in the concern group with Ms. Ma which was supposedly opposing the 
suggestion of Fermi Wong, I was unable to reach Fermi Wong for an in-depth interview on the 
new policy. 
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Kong's education system. Based on this economic rationale, principals and 
teaching staff of Non-Chinese Speaking schools were worried that they would 
eventually lose their jobs if the new policy was implemented. 
On the other hand, the teaching staff of Non-Chinese Speaking schools 
as well as Chinese Medium Instruction schools were concerned about the 
educational instruction ethnic minority children could receive in mainstream 
Chinese Medium Instruction schools. Those who had been teaching at 
Chinese Medium Instruction schools were also worried that the new policy 
would increase the workload of the already overburdened teachers. 
The mass media raised the public's attention to the new policy. Their 
views were mixed. Some were sympathetic to the South Asian parents and 
believed that they should still have the right to be guaranteed a seat in 
Non-Chinese Speaking schools in the future. A presenter at a radio program 
even speculated that the Education and Manpower Bureau deliberately 
implemented the new policy at a time when the anti-racial discrimination law 
was at its last stage of drafting. He thought the Bureau knew clearly that once 
the law was enacted, the new policy could not be implemented as easily as in 
the past. Some of the mass media were, nonetheless, inclined to support the 
new policy, in their sympathy for ethnic minorities. 
1 7 7 
Although two scholars interested in language education, Leung and 
Wong, understood the new policy in terms of nationalism, they had diverse 
views on how effective the new policy would be. While Dr Leung implied that 
the South Asian parents should take the first step to adapt to mainstream 
Hong Kong society, Dr Wong emphasized the importance of a two-way 
multicultural education. Dr Leung did not deny the significance of multicultural 
education but he stressed more the hesitant attitude of South Asians towards 
integrating into the mainstream society. Nevertheless, both Dr Leung and Dr 
Wong agreed that the new policy was reasonable given that Hong Kong is 
now a part of China, and Chinese as the medium of instruction at school 
should be extended to the education of ethnic minorities as well. 
Lastly, Unison Hong Kong initially supported the policy, but it eventually 
challenged the Education and Manpower Bureau, asking for more support 
and resources for non-Chinese speaking children at Chinese Medium 
Instruction schools. The change resulted from the resignation of the 
chairperson, Fermi Wong, due to her misjudgment of the ethnic minorities' 
concern over educational issues. 
It seems from these views that various groups in Hong Kong were 
doubtful whether the new policy would enhance integration or would simply 
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create more problems for ethnic minorities in Hong Kong. The Bureau stood 
firm on the new policy and apparently made no attempt to change it. The new 
policy has now been executed, beginning 2004.1 will explore in the next and 
final chapter how all of the views shed light on the nature of Hong Kong as a 
society. 
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Chapter 8 
Conclusion: Multiculturalism in Education in Hong Kong 
In this chapter I will first summarize the previous chapters, and then discuss 
the core question of this research: how can we understand the nature of Hong 
Kong society in terms of multiculturalism in education in light of the recent 
educational policy change regarding ethnic minorities? 
Summary 
In Chapter 2，I discussed how, historically, the South Asians have been living 
in Hong Kong. They face many difficulties in their lives, whether in education, 
job seeking, or in every day social discrimination. Very often, due to their 
inability in understanding written Chinese, aside from discrimination and 
stereotypes, they are barred from mainstream or prestigious schools, and 
jobs that are of higher social status. Language education, therefore, becomes 
one of the first areas where reforms are thought to be needed in order to 
improve the lives of South Asians in Hong Kong. 
In Chapter 3，I outlined the educational options for South Asians in Hong 
Kong. In that chapter, it is clear that South Asians do not have many primary 
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schools to choose from mainly due to their limited financial ability. 
Government or government-aided Non-Chinese Speaking schools are the 
most practical and available options for South Asian parents. South Asian 
children in these schools are taught in English while learning Chinese 
language as a subject at the same time. They were always assigned a seat in 
those schools if they indicated their Non-Chinese Speaking status. After the 
introduction of the new policy in 2004, South Asian children, just as other 
non-Chinese speaking ones, may have to attend Chinese Medium Instruction 
schools even if they do not prefer to. 
In Chapters 4 to 7，I analyzed the views of the Education and Manpower 
Bureau, the concern group, the South Asians, and other parties concerning 
the new policy. Each of these groups has their own standpoint. The Bureau 
supported the policy chiefly in the name of enhanced integration, broader 
school choice, and equal opportunity. The concern group questioned every 
argument of the Bureau and presented their debate as the South Asians' 
views. However, the South Asians also had their own ideas about education in 
Hong Kong. They too rejected the new policy but most of them preferred a 
complete English Medium Instruction rather than a supplementary Chinese 
education as what the concern group suggested. South Asian parents worried 
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very much about the potential racial discrimination in Chinese Medium 
Instruction schools. They generally preferred racially segregated education to 
integrated education. Views of other parties varied from group to group. For 
Non-Chinese Speaking schools, they are concerned about their employment. 
Once the type of school is proved to be redundant to Chinese Medium 
Instruction schools, these schools will close down and they might lose their 
jobs. So they rejected the new policy. The mass media were quite 
sympathetic over the difficulties of South Asian children faced in education. 
They served partly as a tool for the concern group and the South Asian 
parents to fight against the new policy. University experts on education policy, 
on the other hand, agreed to the move of the Bureau and found the new policy 
a reasonable move after the handover of sovereignty. Unison Hong Kong also 
welcomed the new policy and believed that it could upgrade the Chinese skills 
of non-Chinese speaking children. They hoped the new policy could improve 
South Asians' quality of life. 
These competing ideas can be interpreted as versions of multiculturalism, 
which can shed light on the nature of Hong Kong society. There are some 
questions that I want to address in this chapter: How can we understand the 
views of these different groups in terms of different versions of 
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makes it very difficult to theorize. To explain the term and its various usages 
by different groups of people, Kincheloe and Steinberg's categorization serves 
to give us a clearer picture. Their classification of multiculturalism according to 
types of political power echoes with anthropologists' perception towards 
multiculturalism (Thompson 2003:102). It is clear that Kincheloe and 
Steinberg's categorization is not value-free. I only attempt to include those 
categories that are useful for discussion and I do not intend to include their 
value judgments in the discussion. 
The first category of multiculturalism for Kincheloe and Steinberg 
(1997:3-26) is conservative multiculturalism or monoculturalism. It suggests 
that minority groups should be assimilated into mainstream society through 
education. Those who accept this version of multiculturalism tend to agree 
that minority groups are in some sense inferior to those in the mainstream as 
expressed, for example in "proclamation of family values and what constitutes 
excellence" (1997:3). Thus assimilation into the mainstream is the theme of 
conservative multiculturalism or monoculturalism. 
The second category is liberal multiculturalism, which holds that every 
person in society should "share a natural equality and a common humanity" 
(1997:10) regardless of cultural, socioeconomic, and ethnic background. 
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Under this category of multiculturalism, the problems individuals encounter 
are often understood as individual problems, "not social or structural 
difficulties that involve questions of power" (1997:11). 
The third category is pluralist multiculturalism. Unlike liberal 
multiculturalists, pluralist multiculturalists celebrate human diversity and equal 
opportunity. In this context, there is less emphasis on assimilation. This 
approach to multiculturalism also makes students understand that social 
unfairness exists by exploring "the knowledge, values, beliefs, and patterns of 
behavior that demarcate various groups" (1997:15). This kind of diversity 
education teaches students not to hold prejudice against others. 
For the sake of my discussion, I will skip the fourth category 一 
left-essentialist multiculturalism - and discuss the final category: critical 
multiculturalism. Critical multiculturalism seeks to promote individual 
consciousness towards critical comprehension of the mainstream so that they 
will understand "how and why [one's] political opinions, socio-economic class, 
role, religious beliefs, gender role and racial self-image are shaped by 
dominant perspectives" (1997:23). Education within the category of 
multiculturalism becomes an important platform to discuss inequality issues 
relating to ethnicity, cultural background, gender, class and so on. 
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Under the framework of these categories, let me now interpret the views 
of the Education and Manpower Bureau, the concern group, and the South 
Asian parents. The definitions of multiculturalism of Kincheloe and Steinberg 
are value laden but in the explanations that follow, I argue that each of their 
definitions can be understood in a more or less value-free way. 
The Education and Manpower Bureau 
The Education and Manpower Bureau seemed to follow Apple's (1996) logic, 
in which education is closely tied to cultural politics, to impose mainstream 
values by placing Non-Chinese Speaking children into Chinese Medium 
Instruction schools without making any accommodations to the school 
syllabus. Their argument about equal opportunities did not take the ethnic gap 
between the minorities and the mainstream into consideration. They seemed 
to forget that ethnic minorities need more help in terms of education and 
cannot be compared to local Chinese-speaking children in terms of equal 
opportunity. The problems encountered by the South Asian children are 
categorized as individual problems by the Bureau. This view was particularly 
apparent when they claimed that each child is an individual and therefore 
possesses different ability. The stand of the Bureau was therefore most 
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inclined to Kincheloe and Steinberg's (1997) liberal multiculturalism or even 
monoculturalism with the new policy in terms of personalizing and 
decontextualizing South Asian children's difficulties at school. 
Under the new policy, the Education and Manpower Bureau opened the 
doors of Chinese Medium Instruction schools for ethnic minorities. This could 
bring about more social contact between ethnic minorities and the 
mainstream children, enabling the mainstream Chinese-speaking children to 
have a chance to interact socially with ethnic minorities, such as South Asians, 
to get to know more about their cultures and vice versa. The ethnic minority 
children should also be able to acquire the language skills they need for 
merging into the mainstream. Bilingual education is sometimes argued to be 
most suitable for ethnic minorities to adapt to the mainstream (Thompson 
2003). However, does this new policy of the Education and Manpower Bureau 
suggest a two-way multiculturalism in which ethnic minorities and the 
mainstream have equal chances to celebrate their cultures? Possibly. It 
depends on what kind of support the Bureau can provide the schools. 
However, the new policy could also mean a one-way enforcement of 
mainstream practice on the ethnic minorities. 
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commentators, the term "monoculturalism" might deliver negative meanings, 
which is not necessarily so in this case. Since so few South Asians have 
adequate Chinese language skills to live effectively in mainstream Hong Kong 
society, it might be a sensible move to put them into mainstream schools in 
their early age, although this may seem to be risky as is suggested by other 
studies in ethnic minority education. 
Indeed, placing ethnic minorities into mainstream education might not be 
the best solution because it might not bring about integration but either 
assimilation or further discrimination. Zine's research (2001) on how Muslim 
youth negotiated their religious identity in Canadian schools has shown that 
"[t]he struggle to resist conformity occurred within the context of social 
interaction in a public school setting，rather than in isolation, which allows for 
the continuing demarcation of social group boundaries and the 
dichotomization of ‘insiders' and 'outsiders'". In addition to her research, she 
also cited Saville-Troike who noted that "[w]hen differences are understood, 
they form a base for learning; when they are not, they create a barrier to 
learning" (1981:72, cited by Zine 2001). Zine's opinion has been well taken by 
other scholars such as Apple (1996) and Kincheloe and Steinberg (1997) who 
disagree with compulsorily placing ethnic minorities into mainstream schools 
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in the name of integration and multiculturalism. From experiences from other 
parts of the world where ethnic minorities have been allocated to mainstream 
schools, these scholars found that the lives of many members of the ethnic 
minorities have not improved, but have been hampered by being placed into 
mainstream schools. They therefore suggested that ethnic minorities would 
be better off if they were educated separately from the mainstream children in 
special schools. They could receive bilingual education in those schools 
where they could acquire the mainstream language as well as their own 
mother tongue. In this way, they could have a better chance to keep their own 
culture while linguistically adjusting to the Chinese environment. 
The concern group 
The concern group has presented another version of multiculturalism. They 
argued against the Bureau's liberal multiculturalism and asked for a form of 
multiculturalism, in which ethnic minorities could celebrate their cultures. In 
terms of Kincheloe and Steinberg's (1997) definitions of various types of 
multiculturalism, the concern group's argument points to pluralist 
multiculturalism. The concern group demanded an education system that 
allowed freedom for the South Asians to choose which school to attend. They 
1 9 0 
felt that the ethnic minorities' own preference should be respected. Aside from 
that, they emphasized that there is an imbalance in power between the 
mainstream Chinese and the ethnic minorities by arguing that the equal 
opportunity argument of the Bureau was in fact reinforcing mainstream values. 
They emphasized cultural diversities and encouraged mainstream society to 
understand the cultures of ethnic minorities just like many of the studies I 
mentioned earlier. However, they were not fully clear about how to improve 
the situation of powerlessness of ethnic minorities entering the mainstream in 
Hong Kong. Their stand tended to incline to Kincheloe and Steinberg's 
pluralist multiculturalism. 
The concern group agreed that the language problem was hindering the 
South Asians to merge into the mainstream society. In one of the meetings, 
they discussed launching some language programs for South Asian children 
to attend when I was in the fieldsite. They were against the Bureau's 
assimilationist approach and urged the Education and Manpower Bureau to 
provide special second-language classes and syllabus for South Asians on 
various occasions. They argued that this would allow South Asians to keep 
their own culture. This recognition of and respect for the minorities' cultures 
fits the mode of pluralist multiculturalism. 
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The South Asians 
The South Asians are interesting in a sense that they subscribed to the 
mainstream preference of English over Chinese and yet are more critical in 
another aspect. Their version of multiculturalism is more inclined to Kincheloe 
and Steinberg's critical multiculturalism in terms of their demand for 
acceptance from the mainstream. At the same time, they subscribed to the 
mainstream value to empower themselves, which made them more 
monoculturalist. 
I discussed in Chapter 6 how the South Asians were not motivated to 
learn written Chinese and believed that English skills were more important. 
We can understand their preference from two perspectives: first, they rejected 
the mainstream language; second, they valued the colonial/international 
language. They were the only group of people in my research that strongly 
opposed the idea of learning written Chinese even if they were living in a 
society of Chinese. They believed that their underprivileged situation was not 
created only because of their poor language skills but also rooted in racial 
discrimination. They felt the only way to eliminate the discrimination was to 
educate the mainstream to recognize and accept the difference between 
cultures. In this respect, they shared some commonalities with other critical 
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multiculturalists. 
Another way of analyzing the views of South Asians is that they seemed 
implicitly to agree with the power of Western countries and wanted to be 
educated in English. Data from my interviews indicates that South Asian 
parents rejected the new policy because they preferred English to be the 
medium of instruction. This preference of English over Cantonese/Chinese 
arises from the perception of English as the international language. English is 
also generally perceived as an international language even for the Hong Kong 
ethnic Chinese society. When this popular conception is considered, the 
argument of the South Asians is founded on a certain type of Hong Kong 
"common sense". I have discussed in Chapter 3 how the mainstream society 
has preferred English as the medium of instruction to Chinese over the years. 
If the mainstream society also prioritizes English over Chinese, it is not 
extraordinary to find that South Asian parents perceive it in the same way. And 
when foreign expatriates living in Hong Kong speak English only and adapt 
well in the society, it is not surprising to find the South Asian parents 
unconsciously demanding the same, without necessarily understanding that 
they were actually subscribing to the mainstream value. In this respect, their 
stand varies from the mode of critical multiculturalism. Interestingly, they 
1 9 3 
resemble the monoculturalists who believe that the West is the best cultural 
model for others to follow. 
I think the problem lies in the matter of social class as well as "race". 
South Asians, together with people from economically underdeveloped 
countries, are usually regarded as socially as well as racially inferior in Hong 
Kong. Owing partly to this tendency and partly to their economically deprived 
situation in Hong Kong, they are very often categorized as people from the 
lower social rank by mainstream Hong Kong society, whereas people from 
developed countries are at the top. Hence, it is common to find that Hong 
Kong society is more tolerant of foreign expatriates to speak only English for 
English is a status marker for the upper class. The fact that the South Asian 
parents insist on an English-medium education for their children can be 
understood as a means to upgrade their social status. Weiss observed that 
English "maintained an important link [of South Asians] with the power of the 
British Empire" (1991:418). 
It is not surprising that South Asians desire to borrow power from their 
English skill as their ancestors did. The South Asians' preference for English 
over Cantonese, however, upsets the prescribed social categories and seeks 
to redefine their social status by demanding to be treated the same as those 
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at the top of the social ladder. The Bureau's insistence on the new policy can 
thus be interpreted as the refusal of the mainstream Hong Kong Chinese to 
accept the South Asians' negotiation of their social/racial class. By elevating 
their social class, English serves as an empowering tool for the South Asians. 
However, they seemed to have forgotten that English is the language for 
people on the highest level of the social hierarchy in Hong Kong. South 
Asians, who are considered to be at the lowest level of the hierarchy, have 
overlooked the Chinese language that is used by Hong Kong mainstream 
society. Though Kincheloe and Steinberg have never mentioned this kind of 
empowerment, through subscribing to the West, the South Asians were 
monoculturalist in this respect, even though they were not aware of this. 
Implications of Multiculturalism in Hong Kong 
Having considered the versions of multiculturalism in education for the 
Education and Manpower Bureau, the concern group, and the South Asians, 
allow me to discuss their implications for the general multicultural situation of 
Hong Kong. It can be seen that multiculturalism in education may not be what 
the Bureau is most concerned with. 
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Under the new policy, the concern group estimated that around 60 South 
Asian children have been going to Chinese Medium Instruction schools 
without much support from the school. According to the literature, ethnic 
minority children in mainstream schools without support are not likely to have 
quality education. The major difficulty will be their language ability. Teachers in 
mainstream schools in Hong Kong are not trained in dealing with ethnic 
issues. In Chapter 6，South Asian parents mentioned that many teachers are 
not aware of the cultural practices of South Asian students. Their ignorance 
and insensitivity concerning ethnic issues resulted in discriminatory acts. We 
can imagine that, with the lack of appropriate training, teachers are likely to 
encourage, perpetuate or overlook ethnically or culturally discriminatory 
issues in the classroom. They may also have little ability to handle conflicts of 
different kinds among ethnically different students. The language barrier 
would bar teachers from communicating effectively with South Asian students 
especially in the lower grades when many of them do not understand any 
English or any Chinese language. The Chinese Medium Instruction schools 
might be a more disadvantaged learning environment for the South Asian 
students as compared to the Non-Chinese Speaking schools in which they 
used to be guaranteed seats. The Education and Manpower Bureau has 
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overlooked the importance of these problems, showing a lack of multicultural 
concern. 
The new policy is also not multicultural enough because of the promotion 
of the mother-tongue education. This can be understood by contextualizing it 
in the postcolonial political framework. As I discussed in Chapter 3, the 
Education and Manpower Bureau wanted to cultivate national identity through 
mother-tongue education. Postcolonial education in Hong Kong was explored 
by Martin-Jones and Heller (Hornberger 2000). Together with case studies 
from Botswana, Burundi and Malta, it is shown that there is a "paradox 
between assimilation and pluralism in classroom teaching/learning situations 
where the ‘tension between valuing an indigenous language...and valuing the 
language of a former or current colonial power' is played out through code 
switching and code choice practices" (1996:10 cited by Hornberger 2000). 
From this quote, it is clear that choosing a medium of instruction is a political 
matter that is based upon whether the government intends to assimilate the 
minorities or not. This tension over language preference is obvious in the 
protest in Hong Kong over the new policy. After the handover of sovereignty in 
1997，the dominant medium of instruction has switched back to 
Cantonese/Chinese, as I noted in Chapter 3. This switch from English, the 
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colonial/international language, to Chinese, the national language, and 
Cantonese, the "mother tongue" of most of the mainstream ethnic Chinese in 
Hong Kong, can be interpreted as a move towards the establishment of 
national identity. It is understandable that the new policy, which aims to boost 
the Chinese language skills of ethnic minorities, is a part of "mother-tongue" 
education. It is nonetheless worth noting that the mother-tongues of the ethnic 
minorities have not been attended to under this "mother-tongue" education. At 
the same time, the children will probably lose a chance to study languages 
such as Hindi and Urdu, which are offered at certain Non-Chinese Speaking 
schools. In light of this, it seems that multiculturalism has given way to 
monoculturalism in the name of national identity. 
Some might argue that Cantonese is not Putonghua - the national 
language of China - and so the policy does not serve to boost national identity 
because the dialect is sometimes understood to be an indicator of Hong Kong 
local identity, contrary to national identity. However, I argue that simply by 
letting South Asians study in an all-Chinese environment — learning a 
Chinese dialect, and having Chinese classmates and Chinese textbooks — 
the way is already paved for them to gain a Chinese identity\ Reading skill in 
1 However, some people may argue that people of different ethnicities can never become a 
Chinese. Even if s/he could speak fluent Chinese and acquire Chinese customs, it is hard, or 
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Chinese carries special meanings for the non-Chinese. The skill enables them 
to tap more fully into mainstream society. They could understand fully what is 
happening around them only by reading the language. In my fieldwork, I found 
that most South Asians do not read any Chinese. They face problems 
understanding information as simple as telephone bills or promotion 
pamphlets. No wonder they rely so much on word of mouth because they 
have almost no way of getting information directly from the mainstream 
society. The government's attempt to educate the South Asians in Chinese 
therefore must serve the purpose of merging them into society in the sense 
that they will be able to live more independently and fully in Hong Kong and 
identify with Chinese identity. 
The tightening fiscal budget may also be a reason for the Bureau not to 
contribute more to a multicultural education. As it is always the case, ethnic 
minorities as well as other marginalized groups in the society are usually the 
first to suffer in a downsizing economy. The new policy has been implemented 
during an economic downturn of Hong Kong. As I explored in Chapter 7, some 
of the Non-Chinese Speaking schools were convinced that the Bureau has 
implemented the new policy in order to meet the contracting fiscal budget of 
sometimes viewed as impossible, for non-Chinese looking foreigners to become an ethnic 
Chinese. 
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the government. The new policy, which allocates some ethnic minority 
children to mainstream schools, indicates that Non-Chinese Speaking 
students can be educated in Chinese Medium Instruction schools. It also 
implies that the Non-Chinese Speaking schools will eventually be made 
redundant. The principals and teaching staff of these Non-Chinese Speaking 
schools, therefore, have a reason to suspect that if the new policy is proven 
feasible, there will be a chance that their schools will be closed down. The 
new policy can thus be interpreted as a way to cut the educational expenses 
of the government, entailing a sacrifice of multicultural education. 
Concluding Remarks 
Having said all this, the Education and Manpower Bureau has only been 
implementing the new policy for a year. The Bureau claimed in a meeting that 
90% of Non-Chinese Speaking students will still be allocated to Non-Chinese 
Speaking schools. Whether the new policy will eventually integrate South 
Asians effectively into mainstream society is as yet unknown. The prospects 
of new policy, however, seem less than favorable when studies show that 
placing ethnic minority children into mainstream schools do not often help in 
integrating them into the mainstream. 
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Throughout this thesis, I have sometimes taken the perspective of the 
South Asians. When I read the literature，I found that I was much supported in 
this perspective by other studies, especially by anthropologists who study 
ethnic minorities. They are exceptionally sympathetic to the situation of ethnic 
minorities and believe that a separate education for the ethnic minorities will 
be best for them. I agree that ethnic minorities can probably keep their cultural 
identity more fully, and be more protected from discrimination if they are 
educated away from the mainstream. I also agree that there are always 
factors other than language that are hindering ethnic minorities from 
integrating comfortably into mainstream society. However, being realistic 
about the lives of South Asians in Hong Kong, I also realized from my 
research that the acquisition of Chinese skills is crucial to their well-being in 
Hong Kong society. Their inability in written Chinese hinders them from 
participating fully into the mainstream. As the Education and Manpower 
Bureau suggested: Where and how can they learn Chinese better than 
studying in a Chinese Medium Instruction school and together with a class of 
local Chinese students? The new policy might improve their lives in the long 
term. It might also hurt their lives by placing them into an unfamiliar 
environment whose language they do not understand. Improving their 
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academic achievement might be a way to uplift their social status in Hong 
Kong. But with the introduction of the new policy, the South Asian students in 
Chinese Medium Instruction schools might have difficulty even to follow the 
class. The prospect of the new policy is, therefore, still uncertain. When I 
examined the viewpoints of different groups of people again, I found that there 
is a degree of truth to each of their arguments. I gradually learned to 
appreciate their different perspectives in the course of research. 
The new policy has been implemented for more than a year now, with 
most of the students still attending their preferred Non-Chinese Speaking 
schools. It is still uncertain that ethnic minorities will be benefited or hampered 
by the policy. I hope the education for ethnic minorities will be strengthened in 
terms of Chinese as a second-language in both Non-Chinese Speaking and 
Chinese Medium Instruction schools in the future. I also hope that ethnic 
minorities can go to schools of their choice, be they Non-Chinese Speaking or 
not. I believe keeping the door of Non-Chinese Speaking schools open for 
ethnic minorities is the best possible solution for all parties. But whether or not 
this continues in the future very much remains to be seen. 
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